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A FEW TOO MANY 


Heidi Champa 


THE sun was warm, and | was suddenly sorry that | had 
gone traditional 


underneath my kilt. Just to be safe, | ran back into the house 
for my 


tartan boxer shorts. This year, I’d just have to disappoint all 
my buddies 


by breaking the rules. Jake, my sheepdog, jumped at my 
feet while | slid 


the cotton up my thighs. He was anxious to get to the 
events. It was time 


to defend his crown yet again. 


For three years running, Jake was the king of the ring, the 
winner 


of the sheepdog trials. He could break up a herd of those 
fuzzy little 


bastards better than any dog in the world. The competition 
was going to 


be fierce this year, but Jake was ready for battle. We never 
missed it, and 


despite the heat, we would brave it again this year. Giving 
him a quick 


rub on the head, we loaded into the car for another 
Highland Games. 


While it wasn’t quite the real thing, it was as close asa 
small American 


town could get to Scotland. 
We arrived just in time for the start of the Highland dance 


competition. Jake barked along to the music while | mingled 
with all the 


usual suspects. There was nothing like watching drunken 
men throw logs 


and metal weights around while wearing skirts to make you 
feel proud of 


your heritage. | tossed back another scotch and tried to stay 
in the shade. 


Jake and | warmed up under the trees, practicing the 
commands and 


movements that would bring home the gold for Jake. Soon, 
we were 


ready to go. 


As last year’s winner, Jake got to go last. We watched the 
other 


dogs run the course and then try to separate two sheep 
from the rest of 


the herd. Most of them failed to get even one free. Damn, 
the sheep were 


tough this year. But Jake looked sharp, his ears perked up at 
the ready, 


waiting for his turn in the sun. | knew he was good for 
another runaway 
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win. As predicted, Jake blew away the competition. He ran 
and made 


those quick turns, cutting two sheep from the herd in mere 
seconds 


before starting again. | shouted and whistled, giving him his 
commands. 


He responded to each one in a snap. | couldn’t help but 
smile, watching 


him run and scare the hell out of those sheep. 


He kept going through the course over and over until the 
final 


whistle sounded. The judges brought over the traditional 
tartan sash and 


first-prize ribbon. Another trophy for Jake’s impressive 
collection. His 


win even came with a small taste of scotch, which Jake 
lapped up 


quickly. He was a true Scot, even on four legs. 


TWO plates of haggis with tatties and neeps later, | was 
starting to feel 


sick. | could barely move, and Jake had been napping for 
hours. The rest 


of the games had finished, the crowds slowly starting to 
dissipate. | tried to 


wake up Jake, but he wouldn’t budge. When | leaned down 
to get a closer 


look, | realized he was barely breathing. | hadn’t noticed 
until that moment 


the chewed-up paper cups, the same ones that held all the 
booze and soda, 


next to his head. Beyond those chewed-up paper bits was a 
Small pile of 


vomit. Jake had gotten into the drinks people had left sitting 
on the ground 


during the party. He was more than drunk; he seemed really 
sick. There 


was no time to panic. Picking him up, | ran as fast as | could, 
bypassing all 


the congratulations and invitations to keep the party going. 


When we got to the car, he opened his eyes but could 
barely keep 


them open for a second. | raced through town, trying to 
keep him 


breathing on the way to the vet. It was late, and | knew the 
office would 


be closing soon. As | pulled into the parking lot, | didn’t see 
any other 


cars in the spaces. But when I pushed, the door opened, and 
| saw one 


light shining from the back of the room. The receptionist 
was already 


gone, so | walked straight back toward the light. 
“Hello? Dr. Taylor? Are you here?” 
Jake was whimpering in my arms, but | didn’t hear anything 


coming from the office. Suddenly, | heard footsteps on the 
linoleum, and 


someone | didn’t recognize rounded the corner from the 
exam room. 


“Can | help you?” 


It wasn’t Dr. Taylor, but he wore the same white coat. But, 
unlike 


Dr. Taylor, he was young. Young and cute. He managed to 
smile while 


still looking concerned. His hand went to Jake’s head, 
rubbing around 


his limp ears. 
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“I was looking for Dr. Taylor. My dog is sick.” 


“I can see that. I’m Dr. Emerson. Dr. Taylor is off this 
weekend. 


Bring him into the exam room. l'Il take a look at him. What’s 
your 


name, by the way?” 


“My name’s Ted, and this guy scaring the crap out of me is 
Jake. 


I’m sorry it’s so late. We were at the Highland Games. | think 
he got into 


the booze.” 


“So that’s what the kilt is for. | thought maybe you were 
trying to 


make a fashion statement.” 
“Į always say | wear it to show off my great legs.” 
“Well, that makes sense too.” 


He made no secret about looking me up and down. | 
couldn’t stifle 


a nervous laugh, despite the situation. He was really cute. 
And, unless it 


really had been too long, he was kind of flirting with me. 
Jake lay limp 


on the white table, his paws curled up. The doctor went 
about his work, 


looking in Jake’s mouth and shining a light into his eyes. 


“What else did Jake do today, besides drink a toast to St. 
Blane?” 


“He was in the sheepdog trials, but he seemed okay after he 
was 


done.” 
“Can you hold him for me, right above his shoulders?” 
“Sure.” 


We stood next to each other, his arm brushing against mine. 
| was 


Surprised by my reaction. It had been a long time since | 
had been around 


anyone remotely hot, but now was not the time to be 
thinking with my 


dick. My mind should have stayed focused on Jake. It wasn’t 
the first 


time he’d managed to lap up some alcohol, but this was the 
first time I’d 


seen him so far gone. But Dr. Emerson made me feel calm 
somehow, 


even though | still had no idea if Jake was okay or not. | 
mumbled words 


of encouragement to Jake while Dr. Emerson peered into his 
mouth, 


shining his tiny flashlight for a better look. He shifted his 
feet, his hip 


rubbing gently against my leg. It took all | had not to 
shudder from the 


brief touch. And from the fear that Jake might be worse off 
than | 


thought. 
“Well, | think you’re right about the drinking. Look at this.” 


He was holding a piece of paper cup in his fingers, the same 
kind 


that held the scotch at the games. We were still standing 
close, our 


bodies mere inches apart. | couldn’t do anything but stare 
into his brown 
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eyes, waiting for something to nudge us forward or pull us 
apart. Jake let 


out a deep sigh before he started snoring. Dr. Emerson 
laughed, pulling 


off his rubber gloves and moving away to toss them into the 
metal trash 


can. He didn’t stay gone for long, walking back up to me, 
still close 


enough to cause my heart to race. 


“Ted, | hate to say this, but I think Jake might have a wee bit 
ofa 


drinking problem. It was bound to happen. It’s in his blood. 


The vet smiled, but | was still concerned. Although Dr. 
Emerson’s 


smile did help a bit. 


“So he’s really going to be okay?” 


“Yeah. He should be just fine. I’d like to keep him here for a 
little 


while, so we can make sure there’s nothing else lodged in 
his throat. 


Then you can take him home. But to me, it looks like he just 
has to sleep 


it off. Just like you or | would.” 


He put his hand on my shoulder, a seemingly friendly 
gesture, until 


his fingers moved up toward my neck. When | felt the heat 
of his 


fingertip touch my bare skin, | almost jumped. 


“Thank you so much. I’m so sorry to keep you from your 
evening.” 


“Hey, that’s my job. It’s all part of the glamour of the on-call 
vet. | 


should have known better than to do Jim a favor.” 
“Well, Dr. Emerson, Jake and | are very glad you did.” 
“Call me Kyle.” 


When he smiled at me, | felt a blush rise up in my cheeks. 
Finally, 


his hand dropped from my shoulder, a warm feeling 
remaining in its 


place. We stood silently, listening to Jake snore like a buzz 
saw. | felt 


like | should say something else, but nothing was coming to 
mind. 


Luckily, the doctor was more prepared. 

“You know, there’s a couch in the office. You’re more than 
welcome to join me while | fill out the paperwork.” 

“You wouldn’t mind?” 


“Not at all. There might even be some generic soda in the 
fridge. 


I’m afraid I’m fresh out of scotch.” 
“Thanks, but I think I’ve had my fill for a while.” 


| followed him down the hall to a tiny room next to Dr. 
Taylor’s 


office. It was a secondary office I’d never seen before, 
sparsely furnished 


with a giant file cabinet along the wall. | sat down on the 
threadbare 
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couch, a stray spring poking me in the butt. Dr. Emerson 
grabbed Jake’s 


thick folder and sat down at his tiny desk to fill out his 
forms. | had been 


through this routine before. Jake swallowed a lot of things he 
shouldn't 


have. It was his only true flaw. Otherwise, he was the 
perfect dog. The 


best friend a guy could have. 


“I see Jake has a bit of a predisposition for this kind of 
behavior.” 


“Yeah, he’s a chewer. I’ve gotten used to it. But with all the 
scotch 


in those cups, | didn’t know what might happen to him.” 
“You did the right thing bringing him in. Most of it probably 


soaked into the ground, but he clearly had enough. It 
happens, especially 


if some of it was mixed with something sweet. I’ve seen it 
before.” 


“Well, I’m sure we’ll be out of your way in no time.” 
“It’s no trouble, believe me. You didn’t interrupt anything.” 


| shifted on the couch, trying to find a more comfortable 
position. 


He watched me for a moment before helping me out. 
“You know, this end of the sofa is far more comfortable.” 


| moved down the couch, careful to keep my kilt under 
control. It 


had been a while since I’d worn it, and the scratchy wool 
was making 


my legs itch. Apparently, | made the good doctor sit up and 
take notice. 


“That’s a nice kilt, Ted.” 


“Thanks. | only wear it to the games. It doesn’t get that 
much use.” 


“Shame. It suits you. You do have nice legs.” 


| blushed again, especially at the change in his tone. He 
worked 


quietly, scribbling notes into Jake’s records. Sipping my 
drink, | again 


tried to think of something brilliant to say, but nothing was 
coming to 


mind. | wasn’t usually this tongue-tied, but the cute vet was 
doing my 


head in. | decided, finally, to go with small talk. 
“So, how long have you been a vet, Dr. Emerson?” 


“I told you, it’s Kyle. About five years. That’s why I’m still 
doing 


the on-call routine. Low man on the totem pole and all that.” 
“Kyle Emerson. That sounds like a Scottish name to me.” 


“Guilty as charged.” 


“You ever go to the games?” 


“Not usually. | was going to head over this year, but, like | 
said, Dr. 


Taylor kind of left me in a lurch. | had to cancel my plans.” 
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“Too bad. It was a fun time, before Jake had a few too many. 
But, 


then again, someone always does. So, all in all, it was still a 
typical 


fling.” 
He smiled before lowering his head, still writing in his file. | 


glanced around the room, but there wasn’t much to see. 
Kyle looked up 


from his paperwork, noticing my restlessness. 
“I know this isn’t the most exciting way to spend an hour.” 


“No, it’s fine. | love watching people do paperwork. It’s a 
small 


hobby of mine. You’d be amazed how exciting watching 
someone write 


can be.” 


He laughed as he closed the folder, joining me on the couch 
with a 


thud. His knee touched mine, and | waited for him to move 
it. He didn’t. 


“Maybe we can think of a better way to pass the hour until 
Jake is 


ready.” 


He leaned toward me on the couch, my heart in my throat. 
It was so 


unexpected, my mind buzzing until his soft lips shut it up. 
When he 


pulled back, | had to tell myself to take a breath. Kyle took 
that breath 


away when he touched my cheek, running his thumb along 
the slope of 


my jaw. My mouth fell open, a deep sigh floating out of my 
lips. 


“So, tell me, Ted. Are you a big stickler for Scottish 
tradition?” 


“How do you mean?” 


“Well, being a person who knows a thing or two about kilts, | 
was 


wondering if you wore anything under that tartan.” 


| swallowed hard. He dropped his hand to my naked knee, 
gently 


rubbing my bare skin. His fingers stole underneath the hem 
of my kilt. A 


tickling touch made me giggle out loud. 


“Normally, | try and stick with traditions. But it was too hot 
today. 


| hate to admit it, but I’m cheating. | have on boxer shorts.” 
“Well, that is disappointing.” 


A fresh wash of boldness went through me before | opened 
my 


mouth again. | was about to say something that would 
change 


everything. And I think we both knew it. 
“Would it make you feel better if | took them off?” 
“Why don’t you let me take care of that for you?” 


Slipping off the couch to the floor, Kyle put a hand under my 
kilt. 


Kneeling between my legs, he leaned forward, grabbed my 
shirt and 
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pulled me into a kiss. This time, it wasn’t just a quick 
meeting of 


mouths. His tongue dove past my lips, devouring me. | 
couldn’t stop the 


moan from bubbling up in my throat, my hands clutching at 
his broad 


shoulders. | felt my boxers slowly lowering, and | 
instinctively lifted my 


ass to make it easier for him. He broke our kiss, tossing my 
shorts aside. 


“I should have known they’d be plaid too, Ted.” 
“I thought it was a nice compromise.” 


Kyle put his hand under my kilt, his fist wrapping gently 
around 


my cock, which was already half-hard. | groaned at the 
contact, my eyes 


locked with Kyle’s. He jerked me slowly, careful to keep the 
itchy wool 


off my dick. His other hand massaged my thigh, my hips 
rising and 


falling without conscious thought. | leaned forward, stealing 
another 


deep kiss before falling back against the couch. When he 
dragged his 


thumb over my weeping slit, | bit my lip harder than | 
needed to. 


“Jesus, Kyle. You're killing me.” 
“Well, we can’t have that now, can we?” 


He removed his hands from under my kilt, standing up in 
front of 


me. 
“I didn’t mean you had to stop.” 
“Don’t worry. I’m just trying to prolong your life.” 


He opened up his shirt, each button taking forever to slide 
out of its 


hole. Pulling my own T-shirt over my head, | made quick 
work of my 


shoes as well. | moved to take off my kilt, but he stopped 
me before | 


could. 
“Leave it on. I’m sure we can find a way to work around it.” 


Kyle disappointed me by leaving his pants on, but | didn’t 
Say 


anything as he dropped to his knees before me. Pushing my 
kilt out of 


his way, he wrapped his lips around the swollen head of my 
cock. | 


stared in awe as he moved his mouth up and down over my 
dick His eyes 


were closed, his hands planted firmly on my hips. His stifled 
moans 


caused his lips to vibrate, sending shockwaves through my 
body. As 


much as | wanted to keep looking at Kyle, | let my eyes fall 
closed and 


my head hit the back of the sofa. My hands fisted his hair, 
the sandy- 


brown strands wrapping easily around my fingers. 


He quickly had me right back on the edge, teetering on the 
brink of 


coming right in his mouth. His slow, deliberate pace inched 
me closer. 


Each sweeping pass of his tongue was a new slice of 
exquisite torture. 
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Part of me wanted to stop him, to hold onto the feeling for a 
little while 


longer, but it was beyond me at that point. 
“Kyle, I’m going to come.” 


He made no move to stop, instead wrapping a fist around 
the base 


of my cock, jerking in time with his pulling mouth. | yelled 
out into the 


quiet, my own voice sounding foreign to my ears. My cock 
jerked and 


trembled uncontrollably, my muscles all tensing and shifting 
at once. 


Finally, my body calmed, Kyle’s mouth slowing until it was 
barely 


moving at all. His lips left me spent, my heart no longer 
trying to leap 


out of my chest. 


| opened my eyes and saw Kyle looking up at me. He stood 
up, his 


hands on his belt buckle, his hard cock straining against the 
zipper of his 


chinos. | don’t Know where | found the strength, but | slid 
from the 


couch to the floor. My knees hit the worn linoleum without a 
sound, and 


| took over removing Kyle’s pants. | held my breath as | 
pulled his pants 


and boxers down, and his thick cock sprang forward. It was 
beautiful and 


darker than the rest of his skin. The flared tip begged to be 
licked, and | 


was unable to stop myself any longer. 


| cast one last look up into his eyes, now glazed with desire, 
and 


ran my tongue along the ridge of his cock head, softly 
teasing until | 


closed my mouth around him. His gasp startled me. He had 
been so quiet 


before. As | moved his cock deeper into my throat, moan 
after moan 


rang out around us. | heard his ragged breath, his pleasure 
clearly 


overwhelming him. 
“Ted, now you’re the one killing me.” 


Kyle wrapped a strong hand around my neck, pushing 
himself 


deeper still until he bumped the back of my throat. | 
reached around and 


grabbed his ass, the firm muscle moving under my kneading 
fingers. 


“Don’t stop, Ted. God, please don’t stop.” 


| had no intention of stopping, not until | got to taste him the 
way 


he’d tasted me. His grip loosened, but his hips continued 
thrusting 


forward, fucking my face more than | was sucking him off. | 
didn’t care, 


taking every inch of him | could, swirling my tongue around 
his thick 


head each time he pulled out. He was babbling, words 
falling from his 


mouth so fast | couldn’t understand them. But | knew he 
was close. With 


a near scream, Kyle pushed forward again, his hot come 
shooting out of 


him in long spurts. As | swallowed, I noticed his knees 
buckling, his feet 


Sliding slightly as his body went slack. 
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Pulling him from my mouth, | stood up, letting him lean 
against 


me. | felt the sweat dripping from his forehead as he nuzzled 
my neck, 


his arms running up and down my back. His heavy breathing 
was 


beginning to wane, his strength returning. 
“Ted, | think | need to sit down.” 


We both moved to the sofa, our lips meeting as we leaned 
together. 


| ran my fingers across his bare chest, feeling his pounding 
heart under 


my palm. | was searching my brain for the right way to 
express what | 


was feeling, to put what happened into words. My mouth 
opened, and 


Kyle looked at me expectantly. Just then, Jake came 
bounding into the 


room, yelping and jumping at the sight of me. He ran over 
to the couch, 


throwing his front paws onto my kilted lap. The romantic 
moment was 


broken, Jake’s brush with disaster clearly averted. 


“Perfect timing, buddy. | guess now | just have to worry 
about his 


hangover.” 


“He should be okay, but no more drinking for at least a 
week.” 


Kyle grabbed my neck again, pulling me into a sweet and 
delicious 


kiss. Jake barked loudly, jealously trying to lick both of us. 


We dressed while Jake played with a toy, gnawing happily on 
the 


squeaking bear Kyle kept in his desk drawer. After we were 
all 


straightened out, Kyle pulled me into a warm embrace, his 
strong arms 


making me feel hot all over again. 


“Well, | guess | should get Jake home. He’s probably 
starving.” 


“Okay. But I think you should bring him back in a few days. 
You 


know, just for a check-up. And, maybe, if you’re not too 
busy throwing a 


log around, we could have our first date.” 
“Well, lucky for you my log-throwing days are over.” 


“I guess | should thank Jake for being such a lush. Without 
him, we 


never would have met.” 


“I knew that mutt would pay me back someday for all the 
trouble 


he’s caused.” 


Kyle kissed me one last time before walking the two of us 
out. Jake 


took his opportunity to get his own kiss, licking Kyle all over 
when he 


bent down to say goodbye. 

“He likes you. And he hates all vets.” 

“Aw, | feel special now.” 
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Kyle clicked the door lock behind us, winking once before 


disappearing into the dark. | put Jake’s leash on him and 
walked him to 


the car. As | sat down and turned the key, | felt the rough 
wool of my kilt 


against my thighs. 


“Well, Jake, | think that is the last time I let you have a 
drink.” 


A single bark echoed through the tiny car. He put his head in 
my 


lap, and | looked into his big eyes before we drove off. 
“Okay, maybe just one. When you win again next year.” 
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HAVING A BALL 
Cari Z. 


| STARED into the glass enclosure at the little snake curled 
up ona pile 


of alfalfa pellets. It stared back at me, completely 
unmoving. Honestly, it 


was kind of hard to tell that the thing was even alive. | had 
to resist the 


urge to tap the glass with my finger in an effort to get it to 
move or blink 


or emote somehow. Not that snakes necessarily had 
emotions... although 


according to my niece Kelly, this one did. | clued back into 
what she was 


saying when my ears caught the word “brains.” “Wait, 
what?” 


She rolled her eyes at me, magnified even bigger than they 
already 


were by thick lenses. With her pigtails, pink-rimmed glasses, 
and 


lavender polo shirt, she was probably the geekiest looking 
eight-year-old 


| had ever seen. Fortunately the geek look didn’t detract 
from her 


cuteness. l’d have to make sure | hung around long enough 
to talk her 


out of using pocket protectors, though. | had seen pictures 
of her dad 


when he was in high school, and my brother had not rocked 
the geek 


look. He had been sort of consumed by it instead. 


“I said,” she began in that overly patient way all women 
managed 


to perfect at some point in their lives, “that Ganymede is 
kind of a picky 


eater, and when we first got him he wouldn’t eat the pinkie 
mice and so | 


asked Dr. Bradshaw about it, and he said that we should 
wait a while 


because sometimes snakes are like that. | was really worried 
though, and 


so then Dr. Bradshaw took one of the pinkies and he opened 
its head up 


so the brain was visible, and Ganymede started licking it 
and then he ate 


the whole thing. So if he won’t eat for you, that’s what you 
Should do.” 


Kelly stared raptly at her pet. | stared raptly at her father, 
both eyebrows 


raised ina silent What the fuck? He motioned me over. 


“Casey Bradshaw lives one floor above us,” Michael 
explained, 


pushing up his glasses. He was fifteen years older than me, 
had been an 
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adult practically all of my life, and was an astronomy 
professor at the 


University of Arizona. He wore sweater vests in all weather 
and worked 


the geek look much better these days. “He’s a 
herpetologist; he works at 


UA with me. | don’t know him all that well, but Kelly decided 
she 


wanted a snake for a pet, and he recommended this kind 
and offered his 


help if we ever needed it. If you have any problems with 
Ganymede 


while we’re gone, talk to him.” 


“You got it. Why Ganymede?” | asked, a little randomly, | 
know, 


but | was genuinely curious. 
“It’s one of the largest moons of Jupiter.” 


“Ah. Totally makes sense.” Father-daughter bonding 
moment, I got 


it. “I’m not mocking you!” | added defensively when he 
glared at me. 


The last thing | wanted to do was mock my oldest brother. A, 
we didn’t 


have that kind of relationship, and B, his wife, Stacy, had 
died in a car 


accident four months ago, right before the school year 
started. | had been 


sort of drifting at the time (meaning unemployed, but | had 
some savings 


and a car) and when he had desperately come to the family 
for help with 


Kelly while things were getting sorted out, | had 
volunteered. Sure, | was 


the youngest of five and honestly we barely knew each 
other, but we 


were family. Plus | wanted to get to know at least one of my 
nieces, and 


Kelly had taken to me immediately. 


So now instead of cruising the California coastline | was 
living in 


Tucson, Arizona, in a basement apartment halfway across 
town, working 


the night shift stocking the local Crate and Barrel and 
hanging out with 


Kelly whenever her dad needed me to. Which hadn’t been 
for overa 


week now, since it was winter break and he wasn’t working. 
Apparently 


they’d gotten a snake in the interim. 


“Uncle Jimmy!” Kelly’s happy voice broke our staring 
contest. 


“Come look, he’s moving!” | rejoined her by the tank and we 
watched 


the python slowly uncoil and move to the other side of the 
cage. | had to 


admit, as snakes went it was a pretty one, with a reddish- 
brown body 


intersected by slim, dark lines. Kelly had told me this 
particular morph 


was called a pinstripe, and | could totally see it. 


“His tank heater is over there,” she told me. “So he can 
bask.” 


“Like his own private sauna,” | agreed. “Nice setup.” 

Kelly frowned. “What’s a sauna?” 

“It’s a really hot room where people go to get all sweaty.” 
18 | CARI Z. 

She wrinkled her nose. “Why would they want to do that?” 


“What, get hot and sweaty?” | couldn’t stop the smile, even 
though 


| had no intention of telling her about any other possible 
uses for saunas. 


“Some people are just weird that way.” 


“Like your uncle,” my brother broke in. His phone chirped, 
and he 


looked at it. “The airport shuttle is downstairs. We’ve got to 
go, Kelly. 


Say goodbye.” 


“Bye, Uncle Jimmy.” She wrapped her octopus arms around 
my 


neck and squeezed me until | saw stars. “You’ll take good 
care of 


Ganymede, right?” 


“Of course | will,” | promised her. | went to stand next to 
Michael 


and get the last-minute instructions—he always had last- 
minute 


instructions—while she said goodbye to her snake. 


“He'll need feeding tomorrow. One of the frozen pinkies 
should do 


it, and it’s better if you defrost them first. There’s a baggie 
of them in the 


freezer.” 


| wrinkled my nose. “Dude, you keep frozen mice in your 
fridge?” 


“It saves me a trip to the pet store. Just give him one, okay? 
And 


another in a week. We'll be back in ten days so you should 
only have to 


feed him twice.” 


“Got it.” 


“If anything goes wrong, if the tank loses power or he starts 
to look 


sick or anything, go talk to Dr. Bradshaw, all right? He’s just 
one floor 


up, and I left his phone number on the table in the hall. If 
there’s some 


sort of emergency—” 


“Michael.” | put my hands on his shoulders. “I’ve got it, 
man. Go 


have fun with your in-laws.” Stacy’s parents had insisted 
Kelly come and 


see them this Christmas, and in the wake of what had 
happened, | could 


see why. They called to talk to Kelly almost every night, and 
| thought it 


was kind of getting to Michael, because he just looked tired 
when | 


mentioned them. He was almost forty now, and while we 
were physically 


similar, average height with short, dark hair, blue eyes, and 
our mom’s 


delicate bone structure, the age difference had never been 
more 


pronounced. I’d been thirteen when he married Stacy and 
had barely 


escaped being the ring-bearer. Kelly and | were closer in age 
than he and 


I were. He treated me more like a child than a brother, but | 
cut him slack 


because he was hurting, and | didn’t know what else to do 
about that. 
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They left, and | put my duffel in the spare bedroom. This 
room had 


clearly been decorated with Stacy’s parents in mind; the 
bedspread was 


flower patterned, the curtains were lacy, and there were 
three boxes of 


tissues scattered around the furnishings. | remembered 
Kelly saying 


something about how her Grandmother had bad allergies, 
and that was 


why she hated coming to Arizona. | had my own opinions 
about that, 


completely unasked for, and so I kept them to myself. All | 
remembered 


of Stacy’s mom was a bony woman in a proper dress with 
matching lilac 


hat and gloves at her daughter’s wedding, looking 
somewhat scandalized 


when I passed her a glass of champagne. Yeah, | might have 
been 


thirteen but it was a budget wedding, so | helped out as a 
server. l’d 


never seen her again. Clearly Michael hadn’t been so lucky. 


| checked the alarm clock on the bedside table. My shift 
wouldn’t 


start for another six hours—plenty of time for a nap. It 
seemed like | 


never got enough sleep these days. | wasn’t doing a very 
good job of 


transitioning to staying up from 10:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m., 
and | was taking 


on extra hours now that Christmas was almost here, so 
lately it was more 


like ten to ten. Good for keeping my rent paid up and my car 
fed, but that 


was about all it had going for it. | soread out face-down on 
the flowery 


bed and buried my face in the pillow. 
Lavender scented. That so figured. 


| WAS dead on my feet when | got back to Michael’s 
apartment the next 


morning. Whoever thought spray-painted, metal-limbed, 
light-festooned 


reindeer were a good decorating choice needed to be shot, 
repeatedly. Or 


at least made to unpack the damn things with me for twelve 
hours, 


because | don’t care how fucking decorative they are, one 
wrong move 


and you’ve got an antler impaling your arm and a hoof up 
your nose, and 


you're doing everything you can not to drop one of the 
things because 


the store policy is you break it, you buy it. | would burn in 
hell before | 


let a five-hundred-dollar deer get deducted from my 
paycheck. 


| flopped in the chair next to Ganymede’s cage. He looked 
exactly 


as he’d looked for the past day, like a little ball that moved 
from one side 


of the cage to the other depending on whether he was in 
heating or 


cooling mode. | didn’t get the appeal of a snake as a pet. 
They weren't 


cuddly, they couldn’t play with you, they didn’t purr or bark 
or play 


fetch.... On the other hand, they wouldn’t be chewing up 
your shoes or 


pissing on your bed either, and Michael was kind of a 
fastidious guy. He 
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had probably encouraged Kelly to get a nice, clean pet that 
wouldn't be a 


bother, and she had settled on a snake, thanks to... 
whatever his name 


was upstairs. 


Michael’s instructions belatedly filtered into my mind. “Oh 
yeah. 


Food.” Ugh, food. | had taken a baggie of the pinkies out of 
the fridge 


last night and let them defrost, because | knew putting them 
in the 


microwave would just be asking for a mess that gave me 
nightmares. 


The dead mice were waiting where | left them in the kitchen, 
all gross 


and semi-soggy now. At least | had already gotten my own 
food down, 


because after this process it would have been unlikely. 


Apparently there were feeding forceps around here 
somewhere, but 


| didn’t see them on the counter or next to the cage, and 
there was no 


way | was going to reach in there with my fingers or a fork 
or something 


and scoop the pinkies out. | picked up the damp baggie and 
brought it 


over to the cage, removed the top, and slowly tipped and 
shook, hoping 


one of the fresh frozen little buggers would cooperate and 
fall out 


without much manhandling. 


Obediently, one fell into the cage, but | wasn’t fast enough 
with the 


baggie and another made its break for freedom before | 
could tip it right- 


side up. Two little pinkies rested on the bottom of the cage, 
and the 


Snake was actually moving now, looking pretty interested in 
the new 


arrivals. | stared down at the tableau, artificial nature in all 
its Darwinian 


glory, and shrugged. “Looks like it’s your lucky day, G.” The 
pinkies 

were tiny, after all. What could a little extra protein hurt? | 
resealed the 


baggie and put it back in the freezer, washed my hands, and 
retreated to 


the chintzy bedroom for a solid six hours of sleep. 


IT was more like four, but as | blinked my eyes open | felt 
my stomach 


gurgle unpleasantly. Okay, food now. Food, then a shower. | 
glanced at 


my arm, where a bright red scratch ran from my elbow to 
my wrist and 


ached unpleasantly. Food, shower, and a shitload of 
disinfectant. | should 


have taken care of it before | fell asleep, but | had barely 
been able to 


stagger to bed. The coordination required to unwrap Band- 
Aids would 


have been beyond me. 


| trudged toward the kitchen, but paused in the living room 
to take 


a look at Ganymede. Huh, weird.... He was stretched out, 
not coiled up 


like normal, just sort of lying there in the center of the cage. 
| looked 


closer. “G?” He wasn’t moving, and after a few seconds | 
realized | 
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couldn’t even tell if he was breathing. He had a very visible 
bulge a little 


ways down his body that had to be the pinkies, and 
suddenly | was 


harshly reminded of Michael’s admonition before leaving: 
“Just give 


him one.” What if | had overfed Kelly’s snake? What if it had 
died of, 


fuck, a ruptured stomach or something? How would | ever, 
ever be able 


to explain this to an eight-year-old girl who had just recently 
lost her 


mother? | was the worst person in the world, the worst 
uncle. A snake 


murderer. 


“Oh shit, oh shit, oh... wait....” Wait, what was the guy’s 
name? 


The neighbor guy who lived upstairs, the herpetologist... 
where the hell 


had Michael left his information? | raced to the hall and 
Snatched up the 


innocuous white piece of paper sitting beside the decorative 
pine cone. 


“Casey Bradshaw, #402.” There was a phone number there 
as well, but | 


wasn’t interested in chatting the guy up from a distance; | 
needed him 


here, now. 


| didn’t want to wait for the elevator so | just darted up the 
Stairs, 


taking them two at a time. Apartment 402 was in the 
corner, right above 


Michael’s place. | banged heavily on the door. 


About half a minute later it opened, revealing a youngish 
guy with 


curly red hair and milky, freckled skin, wearing a flannel 
shirt and jeans. 


He looked at me and his mouth kind of made an “o” shape. 
“Uh... 


hello?” 


“Are you Casey Bradshaw?” | asked anxiously. | didn’t really 
think 


he’d say yes; | had expected a dude with a PhD in reptiles to 
be at least 


as old as Michael and similarly stuffy and academic. Maybe 
this was the 


guy’s son. 
“Yeah, that’s me,” he affirmed. 
| blinked. “Really? The doctor one?” 


“The one and only,” he assured me. “And you are?” 


“Oh, sorry.” Right, introductions, how silly of me. It occurred 
to 


me that | probably looked like a crazy homeless person 
standing there in 


sweats and a T-shirt, no shoes or socks, messy bedhead and 
a puffy 


scratch down one arm, but I was too anxious to care. “I’m 
Jimmy 


Sargent. I’m Michael Sargent’s brother. You know him as Dr. 
Sargent, | 


guess. I’m house-sitting for him and Kelly, and he told me to 
talk to you 


if anything went wrong with Ganymede.” 
“What’s wrong with Ganymede?” 
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Great, ’fess-up time. And to a snake lover. He was probably 
going 


to think | was some kind of delinquent bum. “I overfed him. | 
gave him 


two of the little mice instead of just one, and now he’s just 
lying there 


and he isn’t moving and I can’t even tell if he’s alive, and | 
know it’s 


lame for me to come and bother you with this, but if you 
can’t fix him 


then I’m completely fucked.” 


Dr. Bradshaw took my diatribe calmly, and once | was done 
he 


smiled. Smiled, and suddenly his face went from “huh” to 
“whoa!” His 


teeth were white and even and his smile was broad, filling 
out and 


softening the planes of his face. The effect was totally hot 
and made me 


even more painfully aware of my own scruffy appearance. 
“Two pinkies 


Shouldn’t be a big problem. Ball pythons can sometimes be 
binge eaters. 


They'll feast for a while, then go on a fast. He’s probably 
fine.” 


| couldn’t express how relieved | was. The sick sense of 
tension 


that had been building in my chest kind of splintered and 
dissolved, and 


suddenly all | wanted was to sit down. Dr. Bradshaw must 
have seen it 


on my face. “Why don’t you come inside for a minute? l'Il 
get my shoes 


on, and then we can go down to Michael’s place.” 


“Sure, thanks.” | walked in kind of expecting to see, well, a 
lot of 


snakes. Not like a pit of them or anything, a la Raiders of the 
Lost Ark, 


but maybe cages lining the walls. Maybe even just one 
cage, but there 


weren't any at all, at least not in the living room. It was nice, 
decorated 


in a casual Southwestern style that looked stylish and 
relaxed at the same 


time. | sat down on one side of the black leather couch— 
damn, it was 


comfortable—and watched as the good snake doctor 
disappeared into the 


kitchen. 


“Just taking the chili off the heat,” he called to me, and as 
soon as | 


recognized what | was smelling, my stomach growled 
audibly. God, | 


was hungry. 


He poked his head around the door. “You know, there’s 
enough for 


Well, that was friendly. But.... “Thanks, but do you mind if 
we 


check on G first? Otherwise | don’t think I’m gonna be able 
to keep 


anything down.” 


“No problem,” he said mildly. He slipped into an untied pair 
of 


tennis shoes. “Let’s go.” 


We took the stairs by unspoken mutual consent. | had left 
the 


apartment’s door gaping. Fortunately, this place had a 
doorman. If | had 
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done that at my little hole in the wall, | would have been 
missing my TV 


in under five minutes. Ritzy, it was not. | led the way in and 
Dr. 


Bradshaw followed, shutting the door behind us, and then 
we went to 


check on Ganymede. He didn’t look any different to me, all 
stretched out 


and stiff, and a new surge of fear filled me at the sight. 
Christ, what an 


idiot I'd been. Useless. Youngest of five, and by the time | 
came around, 


all the virtues God had allotted the Sargent family had 
already been given 


out, and all that was left were the sins. | probably had a 
racket on Sloth— 


“He’s just full and sleepy,” Dr. Bradshaw said after a 
moment of 


concerted peering through the glass. “And maybe a little 
cold.” He 


opened the top of the cage and gently picked up the baby 
python and 


carried him over to the heated side of the cage. The snake 
moved on his 


own once he got there, sluggishly curling into a familiar ball, 
and | let 


out a huge breath of relief. Dr. Bradshaw closed the cage 
and looked at 


me, his lips curling up a little. “You were really worried, 
huh?” 


“Dude, you have no idea,” | sighed. “Thanks, Dr. Bradshaw.” 
“Please, call me Casey,” he said. “Only my students call me 


‘Doctor’. | think it sounds pretentious the rest of the time. 
Actually, it 


sounds pretentious all the time, but I’ve got to have some 
sort of 


scholarly decorum.” 


“Sure. Casey.” | ran my hand through my messy hair, 
Sharply 


reminded of just how disheveled | was now that the pressure 
was Off. 


“Seriously, you're a life saver. | thought for a second | was 
going to have 


a heart attack.” 
“It’s no problem,” he assured me. “I’ve seen you here a few 
times... you’re Michael’s younger brother?” 


“The youngest of them,” | said. “I’m just here to help out 
while he 


and Kelly work through... you know....” God, | was articulate 
today, 


wasn’t I? He probably thought | was a moron. 


Casey just nodded slightly. “I understand. It’s good of you to 
be 


there for your brother after what happened.” 


“Well, family first,” | said. Lamely. Jesus. We stood and 
stared 


silently at each other for a moment. 


“You hungry?” he asked at last. “Because there really is 
enough 


chili for two, and I’d appreciate your company.” 


He was a liar, but it was a nice gesture. “Sure, I’d love to. 
Just let 


me get cleaned up—” The distant ring of my phone stopped 
me there. 
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“Sorry, let me get that really quick.” | barely waited for his 
nod before 


taking off toward the guest room, where the Offspring’s 
“Why Don't 


You Get A Job” lyrics informed me that work was calling. | 
picked it up 


off the nightstand and pressed Accept. “Yeah?” 


“You want an extra shift?” my supervisor asked without 
preamble. 


“Because Jake’s in the ER with a broken finger, and | could 
really use 


the help. You'll get time and a half.” 


“Oh.” That would definitely help. And hell, I’d had four hours 
of 


sleep, that would get me through the evening. “Sure.” 
“Great. You start in an hour.” 


“Gre—” The call ended. “—at.” Yeah. Great. Except, shit, 
now | 


didn’t have time for food with Dr. Bradshaw—Casey. | walked 
back out 


into the living room, where Casey was still standing calmly. 
“Sorry, | 


just got a call from work, and they need me to come in.” 


“That’s okay,” Casey said easily, but | don’t think | was 
imagining 


the slight slump in his shoulders. That was kind of... ego 
bolstering. 


“Some other time.” 
“Definitely, that would be nice.” Really nice. 


“Sounds good.” He half turned to face the door, and | took 
the hint 


and walked with him back down the hall. | opened the door 
and he 


stepped out. “See you later, Jimmy.” 
“Yeah. Thanks again.” 


“No problem.” In a few seconds, he was back in the stairwell 
and | 


was frantically trying to eat, shower, and get dressed in 
normal clothes 


all while not thinking about Casey Bradshaw, because | 
didn’t have time 


to deal with a boner right now. 


| devoured a bagel and some juice and made it into my car 
and on 


the road with plenty of time to spare. My phone went off 
halfway to 


work, but I ignored it. Couldn’t talk and drive, probably not 
even witha 


hands-free headset; | was pretty terrible at multitasking and 
wouldn’t 


even let my dad have the car’s radio on back when he was 
teaching me 


how to drive. | got into my first fender bender while turning 
on my AC. 


Yeah, driving | loved, but | also knew my limitations. 


| pulled into a back parking lot of La Encantada shopping 
mall and 


looked at my phone. Missed call from Michael. | turned off 
the engine 


and dialed him back. 

He picked up after one ring. “Jimmy?” 
HAVING A BALL | 25 

“Hey, Michael.” 

“So, have you burned the house down yet?” 


| forced a laugh. Didn’t matter which sibling | was living near 
at 


the time, they all had the same attitude when it came to my 
competency. 


Which, recent events factored into consideration, might 
have been wise. 


“The house is fine. | was worried for a couple of minutes 
that I’d done 


Ganymede in, but he—” 
“What?” Michael broke in before | could finish. There was 


something off about his voice. It was strained in a way | had 
never heard 


before, not even just after Stacy died. “What did you do?” 


“Relax, it’s fine. | accidentally fed him two of the pinkies 
instead 


of one and he got kind of still, but | had Casey take a look at 
him, and he 


said the little guy was fine.” 


“Jesus Christ, James.” He hadn’t called me James for years, 
not 


since | had accidentally spilled my coke all over Stacy at 
their rehearsal 


dinner. She’d laughed it off, saying it was called a rehearsal 
dinner fora 


reason, but Michael had been pissed. “I can’t leave you 
alone for ten 


goddamn minutes, can |? Kelly is more responsible than you 
are, and 


she’s not even ten years old.” 
That hurt more than a little. “The snake is fine, Michael.” 
“No thanks to you, apparently.” 


“Look,” | snapped, losing what little was left of my patience, 
“if 


you want to find someone else to look after your fucking 
apartment and 


your fucking snake and to help manage your fucking life, 
fine! Good 


luck with that, asshole.” I hung up the phone and threw it 
onto the 


passenger seat. | was breathing heavily, all my fragile calm 
after the 


hectic morning gone. | sat there muttering to myself and 
biting the inside 


of my cheek to keep my mutters from becoming full-blown 
yells. 


Shouldn’t have told him, | just should have kept it to my 
fucking self. 


The last thing Michael needed was more ammunition about 
what a 


disappointment | was. 


My phone rang. It was Michael again; his ringtone was David 


Bowie’s “Space Oddity,” but | was now seriously considering 
changing 


it to Radiohead’s “Creep .” Asshole. | turned the thing to 
silent and stuck 


it in my back pocket, then got out of my car and headed in 
to work. 


| worked my extra shift, then | worked my normal shift, and 
then 


my supervisor sent me home with orders not to come in for 
two days. | 
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was buzzing, wired on bad coffee and sugar and not feeling 
at all tired 


despite barely being able to stay on my feet. | got back to 
Michael’s 


snooty apartment building and got let in by the doorman 
and was 


standing at the elevator wondering why my hand couldn’t 
connect with 


the right button when | felt someone touch my shoulder. | 
whirled 


around too fast and ended up slumped against the metal 
elevator door, 


which promptly opened behind me. My stalker reached out 
and grabbed 


my arm to keep me standing, and | finally managed to focus 
on his face. 


“Casey?” 

“Hey, Jimmy.” He looked me up and down. “You look like five 
miles of bad road, man.” 

“Well, you look great,” | told him earnestly, apparently not 


minding that the Off button between my subconscious and 
my mouth 


was clearly malfunctioning. It was true; he did look great, in 
a nice pair 


of jeans and a dark blue Henley that matched his eyes. He 
had a leather 


jacket on over it and was carrying a bag in one hand. “And 
you smell 


awesome.” 


“That must be the bagels you’re smelling,” he said with a 
super 


sexy smile. Actually it might have just been a normal smile, 
but on him it 


looked fucking sexy. 
“Cool, the last real thing | ate was a bagel.” 


“Yeah?” He walked me back into the elevator and pushed 
four. 


“And when did you eat that?” 
“Yesterday... right after | met you.” 
“That’s almost twenty-four hours, Jimmy.” 


“Yeah.” | scrubbed my free hand over my face, which felt 
oddly 


numb. Casey still had a hold of my other arm, and | wasn’t 
in any hurry 


to get it back. “I worked a double. | had some... a lot... of 
coffee. Anda 


donut. And a package of Pixy Stix, but that was just ona 
dare.” 


“Where do you work?” The elevator opened, and he gently 
hustled 


me into his hall and down to his apartment. 


“At the mall. At the Crate and Barrel. | stock things there, 
but | 


would never buy them,” | assured him. “No decorative metal 
deer for 


me. Those things are fucking vindictive with their pointy 
parts, man.” | 


glanced around as he shut the door. “This isn’t Michael’s 
apartment.” 


“No, it’s mine. | know you need to sleep, but | was hoping | 
could 


feed you first.” 
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Oh. “Oh,” | said intelligently. “Sure. That would be great.” 


“You can have a bagel sandwich, or | can make you 
something 


else. As long as it involves eggs. Much fancier than that at 
breakfast and 


| start to make stuff up, and that usually ends badly.” He set 
the bag on 


the hall table and shrugged off his jacket, then reached out 
and slipped 


my own jacket off my shoulders. | handed it over 
instinctively and 


watched him hang them both up. 


“The bagel is fine,” | said after a moment. | did want him to 
cook 


for me, but | wasn’t really conscious enough to enjoy food, 
and | would 


be a piss-poor conversationalist over a meal right now. 


Casey picked up the bag, and | followed him into his living 
room. 


He pointed toward the couch. “Go ahead and sit. l'Il grab 
some plates 


and something to drink. More coffee?” 


“Ugh, no. Juice, if you have some.” 


“Sure thing.” He came back out a minute later with two 
small blue 


plates and juice for me, coffee for himself. The couch was 
long, long 


enough for someone to stretch all the way out on it, but he 
sat close 


enough to me that our thighs were almost touching. He 
handed out food, 


and we both dug in. 


Okay, maybe | would have appreciated a homemade 
breakfast if | 


could have stayed awake for it, because the breakfast bagel 
tasted like 


heaven—hammy, cheesy, eggy heaven. | moaned around 
my first bite 


and closed my eyes. Real, savory food.... | chewed and 
swallowed and 


dug in. | was done in less than two minutes, and when | was 
done wiping 


my mouth and hands and glanced over at Casey, he 
seemed... 


dumbstruck. He had eaten less than half of his bagel, and 
his eyes were 


fixed on my mouth. 


“I’m not normally a pig,” | told him, figuring he was 
regretting his 


offer to feed me after watching me inhale half his breakfast. 


“No, no,” he said absently. “You're fine. Perfectly fine.” His 
eyes 


came back up to meet mine. “You must have needed it.” 
“You have no idea.” We stared at each other in silence fora 


moment before my hip suddenly buzzed. “Shit.” | pulled it 
out and 


looked at it. 
“Not work, is it?” Casey asked. 


“No, they won’t let me come back for a few days. It’s 
Michael.” | 


declined the call and shoved the phone back in my pocket. 
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“You don’t want to talk to your brother?” 

“Not right now.” Not while he was being a bitch of epic 


proportions. | drained the rest of my juice and sighed. 
“Thanks for the 


breakfast, man. | appreciate it.” 


Casey smiled again, and my chest did this weird clenching 
thing, 


something | would have mistaken for hunger if | hadn’t just 
eaten. “My 


pleasure. | like your company.” 


“Well, | hate to deprive you of it, but | have to get 
downstairs 


before | pass out on your couch.” 


“You can pass out if you want to,” he said, surprising me. “In 
fact, 


why don’t you? You don’t have anywhere to be, right?” | 
dumbly shook 


my head. “I was going to make chile rellenos for dinner, and 
there’s a 


football game on later tonight. You could get six or seven 
hours of sleep, 


and | could feed you something I’m actually competent at 
making.” 


“You don’t have to,” | said immediately, then wanted to hit 
myself 


for offering up an out. Yes, he fucking well did have to. “But 
if you’re 


sure it won’t be a problem, and I won’t be in your way or 
anything.” 


“It’s the holiday season, Jimmy. It’s a time to be together.” 
My 


heart sank, then lifted abruptly when he followed that up 
with, “But I’d 


want your company any time of the year. Let me grab you a 
pillow and 


blanket.” He got up and headed down the hall. | watched 
him go, openly 


admiring the way his jeans fit his perky ass, and wondered if 
he was 


actually hitting on me or just pining for company. It seemed 
like he was 


single, judging from the lack of pictures and companions, 
and my gaydar 


had been pinging from the moment | laid eyes on him, even 
through the 


panic. None of that meant he was really interested in me, 
but at least it 


looked like | would get the chance to find out. 
Plus he was going to feed me again. Score. 


Casey came back with a pillow and a fuzzy maroon blanket 
that 


looked way too soft to resist. He handed them to me, and | 
took them 


with a grateful grin. “Dude, you rock.” 


“Sleep well, Jimmy.” 


| kicked off my shoes, thankful that Casey had hardwood 
floors 


and wasn’t fussing about me dirtying any carpet, and | was 
so dead tired 


that as soon as my head hit the pillow, | was unconscious. 
Probably 


snoring too, but that was one of the great things about 
being 


unconscious: | didn’t have to listen to myself. 
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BY the time | woke up, the chile rellenos were almost done, 
and Casey 


was chopping tomatoes for homemade salsa. Seriously. And 
this guy 


thought he was a bad cook? | folded the blanket on top of 
the pillow, 


made a pit stop in the bathroom, and then joined him in the 
kitchen. It 


was pretty big, a little bigger than Michael’s, and painted a 
warm 


sandstone color that felt way more relaxed than the prim 
white and violet 


| was used to seeing. 


“Hey,” he greeted me, “you sleep well?” 


“Like a log,” | said. “How long was | out?” 


“Almost six hours. | expected you to sleep a little longer, 
actually.” 


“It smells too good to sleep.” | looked over the assembly line 
he 


had put together on his counter. “Can | help with anything?” 
“Nah, but you could grab us a couple beers.” 


| opened his fridge and found a six-pack of Stella Artois. 
“Nice,” | 


commented, pulling two of them out. | twisted off the caps 
and set mine 


on the table, then handed over his. Or | would have, if his 
hands hadn't 


been covered with tomato and pepper and onion. “Looks 
like you'll have 


to wait until you aren’t so busy.” | smirked as | took a Sip. 
“Or you could just share,” he retorted. 


Excellent. | loved not-subtle. | could totally get behind that. 
“| 


guess | could do that,” | mused, taking another slow swig. 
His eyes 


tracked the movement of my throat, and when I lowered the 
bottle the 


look he gave me was hungry enough to make me shiver. 
“Here.” | 


touched the rim of my bottle to his lips and tipped it up. He 
closed his 


eyes as he drank and now it was my turn to look my fill, and 
he was 


totally worth looking at. | pulled the bottle back slowly, and 
when he 


reopened his eyes his pupils stayed expanded, darkening 
his eyes 


seductively. My groin twitched involuntarily. Then my 
stomach 


interrupted us. 
Casey chuckled. “You’re an empty hole, man.” 


“Hey,” | defended myself, “you know what | ate last. When 
have | 


had time to fill up?” 


“Sit.” He pointed to one of the chairs at the square solid-oak 
table. | 


hadn’t seen a formal dining room setup or anything like 
that, andasa 


single guy he probably ate alone right here most of the 
time. “The food’s 


just about done. We'll get you filled up.” 
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“You are awesome at innuendo,” | congratulated him as | sat 
down. 


| felt my blush spread across my face and tried to control it, 
but clearly | 


didn’t do a good job, because his smile was a little smug. 


“You bring out my best efforts,” he replied, taking a moment 
to 


wash his hands before he set a steaming dish of baked chile 
rellenos, a 


bowl of salad bright with chopped bell peppers, and the 
homemade salsa 


on the table. He sat across from me and picked up his beer. 
“Cheers.” 


We clinked the bottles and drank, and then we got down to 
eating. And 


talking. 


| learned that he’d been catching glimpses of me for over a 
month 


and had wanted to introduce himself, but the moment had 
never seemed 


right. | had always been with Michael or Kelly or both. “l 
wasn’t sure 


you were gay, and | thought even if you were, it would be 
awkward to 


ask you on a date in front of your brother,” he confessed. “| 
know he’s 


had a rough time, and it’s not like we ever see each other 
on campus. I’m 


usually in class or in the museum. I’m the herpetology 
collections 


manager in addition to being a professor.” 
“What, like stuffed snakes in desert dioramas?” | asked. 


“Some of them are dead, but we also include a fair number 
of live 


animals in the collection. There’s enough research being 
done on 


rattlesnake venom that it’s still in demand, so every now 
and then I milk 


their venom and send samples off to the biology 
department.” 


| almost dropped my fork. “You milk snakes.” 
“Yeah.” 
“You are shitting me, Case.” 


“I swear I’m not,” he said innocently, holding up both his 
hands. 


“Collecting the venom really is called milking. | didn’t make 
the name 


” 


up. 


“Holy shit.” | sat back in my chair and stared at him. “You 
milk 


venomous snakes. That’s absolutely fuckin’ crazy. Aren’t you 
afraid of 


being bitten?” 


“| have been,” he said calmly, pausing to take a bite of 
salad before 


continuing. “Several times. I’m always very careful, but 
sometimes 


accidents happen. | keep the antivenin on hand just in 
case.” 


“Huh.” | considered it seriously but couldn’t quite wrap my 
head 


around it. | had been in plenty of dangerous situations in my 
life—I had 


the scars to prove it—but | had never done it deliberately. 
Except for that 
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one time with the shopping cart and the hill, and, okay, the 
bit with the 


rubbing alcohol and the lighter and my drunken best friend, 
but apart 


from that, never. “Okay, then.” 


He was looking at me kind of closely. “It doesn’t bother 
you?” 


“Dude, it’s your job, not mine. | don’t have to wake up every 


morning and go milk snakes. Well,” | amended, “not that 
kind.” We both 


grinned at each other for a second before he changed the 
Subject. 


“Do you like your work?” 


“It’s okay,” | said with a shy shrug, taking another drink of 
my 


beer. “Not exactly what | had imagined for myself. | actually 
havea 


degree in History from NYU. | just didn’t know what to do 
with it 


afterward and didn’t feel like going back to school, so I’ve 
been kind of 


bouncing around since then.” It was a little embarrassing, 
now that | 


thought of it. I’d had to force myself to finish a bachelor’s 
degree in 


History, and he had a doctorate in the sciences. What did 
we really have 


in common besides circumstance? 


| covered my sudden discomfort with a yawn. “I’m sorry, 
Case, 


I’m still really tired.” | was, too, absolutely, but | also wanted 
to leave 


before he figured out | really didn’t have much of interest to 
Say. 


He leaned back and rolled his bottle between his hands. 
“You have 


tomorrow off, right?” 
“Yeah f ” 


“I’ve got errands to run in the morning, but why don’t you 
come by 


in the afternoon? We can watch the game, and l'Il make 
dinner again.” 


“Who's playing?” | asked automatically, as though my 
answer in 


any way hinged on football. 


“I don’t actually know,” Casey confessed, blushing a little 
himself 


now. | looked at him and grinned and suddenly felt a 
hundred times more 


relaxed. “But do you want to come by anyway?” 


“Sure,” | said. “I feel kind of guilty making you feed me over 
and 


over, though.” 


“I like to cook,” he replied. “If you really feel like making it 
up to 


me, you can bring dessert. Something good, not a box of 
freezer-burned 


Girl Scout cookies.” 
“Please,” | scoffed, “like those would last long enough to get 


freezer burn whenever I’m around.” | was wiry and muscular 
thanks to 


my youth and having a physical job, and as such | pretty 
much ate 
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whatever | wanted. “l'Il bring something.” | might go by The 
B Line and 


see if | could score one of their pies. | knew one of the 
bartenders there, 


and he had helped me get one of their German chocolate 
cakes for 


Kelly’s birthday, so it was worth a shot. 


“Great.” Casey smiled, and guh, there went that twist in my 
gut, 


that little twinge in my groin. It was time to make good on 
my escape 


before | asked to sleep on his couch again. 


“So, like, around four?” | asked as | stood up. Casey stood 
with me 


and walked with me to the couch, where | slipped into my 
shoes, and on 


to the door. 


“I should be back by two, so any time after that. The sooner 
the 


better.” He opened the door, and | stepped out into the 
hallway. We 


stared at each other silently for a moment, but it wasn’t 
awkward. 


“Goodnight,” | said finally. 
“Sleep well, Jimmy. See you tomorrow.” 


“You got it.” | turned and walked down to the stairwell. | 
never 


heard Casey’s door close. 


| kind of floated down to Michael’s apartment. | mean, yeah, 
some 


of it was from fatigue, but most of it was from the fact that 
I'd just had 


an awesome dinner with a hot, smart guy who had invited 
me back for 


what was, as far as | was concerned, a genuine date the 
next day. Today 


had been nice, but tomorrow was planned. Casey was 
making plans, with 


me, and that was just sweet. 


| closed the door behind me and locked it, then threw my 
keys on 


the hall table and walked to the living room. | crouched 
down next to 


Ganymede’s cage and looked in. The little python was 
curled up ina 


ball, big freakin’ surprise, but what was surprising was when 
he turned 


his head toward my side of the cage. His blunt nose bumped 
the glass, 


and his eyes looked at me unblinkingly. | didn’t know if 
Snakes could 


blink, but if they could he wasn’t exercising the option. “Well 
hey, G.” 


The ball python suddenly opened his mouth wide, hugely 
wide, ina 


Slow, stretching kind of yawn. | chuckled. “Yeah, you’re still 
all full and 


sleepy from the pinkie buffet earlier, huh? | don’t blame you. 
I’m kind of 


tired myself.” And | was, | so was, but | needed a shower at 
this point or 


my own stink would keep me up all night. 


My phone buzzed. | pulled it out and looked at the screen. 
Michael. 


“Fine,” | muttered. | shifted over into one of the high-backed 
paisley 
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chairs that decorated the living room and picked up. “The 
apartment is 


fine, the snake is fine, and nothing has been killed or burnt 
to the 


ground.” 
“Jimmy....” 


“I’m doing okay, by the way. Pissed at you, but otherwise 
Okay. 


How’s Kelly?” 


“She’s asleep,” my brother said quietly. “She’s fine. She 
likes 


being here.” 
Well, that didn’t sound quite right. “And... you don’t?” 


Michael made this noise, a little choked sound, then got 
totally 


silent. The silence went on and on for almost a minute, and 
once he 


passed that marker | was going to say something, but then 
he blurted, 


“We were getting a divorce.” 
| blinked stupidly, totally thrown for a loop. “We who?” 


“Me and Stacy. We were filing for divorce. We had grown 
apart, 


she wanted to go home to Connecticut and | wanted to stay 
in Arizona, 


we had almost completely stopped touching each other.... A 
week before 


the accident, we both decided it was the best thing to do. 
We spoke with 


a lawyer, we talked about joint custody. She told her parents 
she was 


moving back. Then she... she died.” 


“Oh God.” Holy shit, this had to be the trip from hell for him. 
“But 


Kelly didn’t know?” 


“No. She still doesn’t,” Michael said, “but Stacy’s parents 
don’t 


think it’s right for me to keep Kelly when their daughter was 
in the 


process of ending things with me. They want to file for 
custody.” 


“What?” | laughed incredulously. “How could they possibly 
expect 


to get custody of your daughter?” 
“They have copies of my work schedule, all my classes, 


everything. Things Stacy sent to them. They say I’m not 
spending 


enough time with Kelly, that they can prove I’m being 
negligent.” 


“Bullshit,” | said flatly. “You’re a great dad. You do things 
with 


Kelly all the time, and you’re always here to have dinner 
with her and 


put her to bed. Besides, it’s not like you’re leaving her alone 
or with 


some random babysitter when you can’t be there. I’m 
family, yours and 


hers, and I’m not going anywhere, so you can tell them that 
and let them 


suck on it, Mike.” 


Michael was quiet for a moment. “Thank you,” he said 
finally. 


34 | CARI Z. 


“For helping us out. For being there for Kelly and moving 
across the 


country and taking a job | Know you dislike so your mornings 
and 


afternoons are free. | know | haven’t really thanked you 
before, and that 


was negligent on my part. We’re lucky to have you.” 


“Have you been drinking spiked eggnog?” | asked him with 
a grin. 


“Because this sort of emotional soul-baring isn’t really like 
you, but if 


you want to keep telling me how great | am, | won’t say no.” 


“Jackass,” Michael replied, once again the older brother | 
knew and 


loved. “And there’s no eggnog of any kind here, but 
especially not the 


spiked variety. Stacy’s mother is allergic to eggs.” 
“Allergic to eggs.” | would probably starve if | was allergic to 


eggs. Those plus cheese were pretty much the staples of my 
diet. “Lucky 


Kelly didn’t inherit that one.” 
“I agree.” 


We talked a little longer before saying goodnight. | stared at 
my 


phone for a while after hanging up, tired and relieved and 
bemused all at 


once. That was probably the first apology | had ever gotten 
from 


Michael, and one of the first thank-yous as well. Both of 
them were nice 


to hear, but | wished it had been for a reason other than 
Michael lashing 


out because his douchey in-laws wanted to take his kid 
away. 


| let it go and headed for the shower. Michael would be fine. 
He 


wasn’t going to let anyone get the better of him when it 
came to Kelly, 


and besides, | really was planning on sticking around for the 
foreseeable 


future. | might even be looking forward to it, if it meant | 
was going to 


get more of Casey’s company as well. That was definitely 
something to 


enjoy. 


| cleaned up and fell back asleep after a minimum of tossing 
and 


turning. | woke up early the next morning, looked at my 
reflection in the 


bathroom mirror, and decided it was time for me to shape 
up. My fine 


dark hair stuck up wildly, crying out for a cut, and my heart- 
Shaped face 


(my stupid, girly heart-shaped face that my mother loved 
and my sisters 


envied) needed a shave. My brown eyes were still bloodshot 
with 


fatigue, but a little time and a lot of coffee would take care 
of that. Not 


that Casey seemed to mind how I'd looked so far, but today 
was going to 


be like an actual, real date, the kind of date | hadn’t been on 
for months, 


and | wanted to look my best. 


| pushed on the circles beneath my eyes and sighed. Better, 
at least, 


I wanted to look better. 
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| made scrambled eggs on toast with cheese (see? staples) 
and 


drank a pot of black coffee. At my apartment | had to make 
do with the 


freeze-dried stuff, not owning my own coffee maker, but 
Michael’s was 


brand new and completely tricked out. Espressos, lattes, 
they were all at 


my fingertips, but the last time I’d tried to touch the extra 
bells and 


whistles without Michael’s guidance, I’d seriously fucked up 
the steamer 


and given myself a second degree burn. l'’d get Michael to 
teach me to 


work the rest of it when he got back. 


The rest of the morning consisted of dressing, getting a 
pretty 


decent haircut, and running by The B Line to have Perry nab 
me one of 


their raspberry-rhubarb pies. | could have gone safer with 
peach or apple, 


but any guy | was going to spend a significant amount of 
time with had 


to love rhubarb. And | was hoping to spend significant 
amounts of time 


with Casey Bradshaw. 


Then it was noon, and | had two hours to wait. | channel- 
surfed for 


a while, tapping my toe against the ground faster and faster 
until | 


noticed my ankle starting to cramp. Okay, so | was a little 
nervous. 


Maybe adorably befuddled was a good look for me; maybe 
Casey 


wouldn’t think so highly of the entirely conscious version. 
Maybe he 


would figure out | wasn’t any better at conversation when | 
was fully 


awake and would get bored. Maybe.... 


| had to stop, or I'd smack myself. | glanced at my phone. 
Hour and 


a half to go. Okay, I’d take another shower. | could waste at 
least thirty 


minutes that way. 


By the time I actually made it upstairs with the pie, | was 
almost 


vibrating with uncertainty. | thought | looked nice—no rips, 
decent 


jeans, my hair was styled, | was shaved, and | smelled like 
Irish Spring, 


which was my only option apart from Kelly’s rainbow- 
scented body 


wash. | wasn’t sure what rainbows were supposed to smell 
like, but | 


refused on general principle. | Knocked nervously, and just a 
few seconds 


later Casey opened the door. 


God, he looked good. His shirt was a dark-green button 
down, 


tucked into his jeans to show off his slim waist. His red curls 
looked 


crisp, no flyaways, and his sleeves were rolled up to nicely 
show off his 


forearms. He smelled like homemade pot roast, which, let 
me tell you, 


was an amazing smell. “Hi,” | said, a little shy. “I brought—” 


| didn’t get a chance to say what | brought because 
suddenly his 


hands were on me, pulling me in close by my shoulders. 
Then | felt his 
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mouth on mine and | forgot about his hands, forgot about 
anything but 


the feel of his lips, smooth and warm and insistent, hungry, 
wanting me. 


Fuck, he wanted me. 


| wrapped my free hand around Casey’s waist, barely 
remembering 


to hold on to my pie as he walked us backward into his 
living room, 


kissing the whole time. He kissed me eagerly, tongue 
thrusting between 


my teeth, twisting and licking inside me. His tongue was 
perfect, and | 


wanted it twisting and licking me in other places. | threw the 
pie box 


down on the couch and got my other hand into him, twined 
it through his 


curls and pulled him as close as we could get. He was 
already hard under 


his jeans, and | wondered how long he had been standing up 
here, 


thinking about me while he cooked. 


“Bedroom,” he growled as he broke away. | growled back 
and 


forced us into another kiss, one he had no problem going 
along with. He 


kept us moving in fits and stutters as his back hit the wall 
and my hip 


knocked the edge of the couch. Once we made it to his 
room, | pulled 


back, reached down to strip off my shirt, and then | saw it. 


“Dude... what /s that?” He had a terrarium on top of a dark 
cherry- 


wood dresser, and inside of it was a lizard about a foot and 
a half long 


with a big wedge-shaped head covered in what looked like 
spines. 


“That’s Yvonne. She’s a bearded dragon.” 


“I thought you studied snakes.” 


“I do,” he murmured, pressing hot, wet kisses down the side 
of my 


neck. His hands climbed up beneath my shirt, exploring the 
base of my 


spine. “Snakes... lizards... most reptiles.” 


“And she’s really called a bearded dragon?” | snickered. 
“And you 


told my niece to get a ba// python. Your work is so 
pornographic.” 


Casey sucked hard at my throat, pulling the blood to the 
Skin and 


making me groan. “Anything can be pornographic with the 
right person. 


Except maybe dry, dull history,” he teased me. 
“Oh, that sounds like a challenge.” 
“Show me what you got, Jimmy.” 


| pulled his head back up to mine and kissed him hard, 
close- 


mouthed, before pulling back and stripping my shirt off. | 
knew | hada 


pretty nice body, but it was fun to see Casey pause his own 
undressing 


because he was so busy looking at me. | kicked my shoes 
and socks off, 


pulled my jeans and boxers down, and then dropped to my 
knees on his 
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soft carpet, right in front of him. He was still struggling with 
his belt, 


completely distracted, so | took over. 


“History is sexy,” | told him as | looked up at him from under 
my 


lashes. | brushed his hands away from his belt and 
unfastened it, then 


started on his top button. “Take the Constitution, for 
example. It 


establishes and protects our liberties, and it’s got an 
awesome beginning. 


‘We the people—’” | slowly unzipped his jeans and leaned in, 
ran my 


open mouth up and down the length of the erection that 
strained his 


tighty whities. “‘—of the United States, in order to form a 
more 


perfect—’” | paused to suck on the head, already 
dampening the cloth. 


“‘—union, establish Justice—’” | jerked his jeans down his 
thighs and 


took his briefs with them, revealing the cock my mouth was 
watering for. 


““Insure domestic tranquility’,” | breathed, transfixed for a 
second 


by the sight of it. The swollen pink head of his cock 
glistened with 


precome, and the skin was so smooth and pale, freckled 
here and there. 


His balls were partially covered by dark red curls, drawn up 
tight against 


his body, and he was slender but looong. Gorgeous. | licked 
him slowly 


from base to tip, and Casey groaned and twined his fingers 
in my hair. 


““Provide for the common defense’,” | mumbled around my 


movements as | kissed the head, smearing my lips with his 
flavor. My 


tongue darted out to catch his taste. “‘Promote the general 
welfare—’” 


Here | had to stop speaking because | took him into my 
mouth suddenly, 


as far down as | could go, swallowing around his velvety 
hardness and 


feeling like I’d died and gone to heaven. Casey swore and 
held me 


tighter, and | loved it. | sucked back up to the tip, down 
again, up, down, 


almost getting into a rhythm before | pulled back. 
““And secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our 


Posterity—’” | moved my hands around to his bare ass and 
pulled him 


forward, smearing a streak of precome against my freshly 
shaved cheek 


as | nuzzled into the space beside his hipbone. “‘—do ordain 
and 


establish this Constitution for the United States of 
America.’” | looked 


up at Casey and smiled. “Should | go on to Article One, or 
should we 


Skip to the good stuff?” 


“The good stuff,” Casey said, his eyes so big and dark you 
could 


barely see the blue. “Please.” 


Mm, please, | liked that. | shoved his hips and he fell back 
onto the 


bed, getting rid of his clinging clothes until he was 
completely, 


gloriously nude. God, | had never been with anyone who 
looked so good, 
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who tasted like cream, and who wanted me like this. | 
crawled up 


between his legs, tugged one of his hands back to my head, 
and then 


went to town on his cock. He was almost dripping with 
precome, a 


sweet, sticky line trailing down his shaft, and | devoured it 
all in my 


quest to get him off. We could do something slower later, 
something 


fancy or tender, but right now all | wanted was to make him 
come. 


| stroked the base of his cock as | sucked, my other hand 
rubbing at 


the sensitive strip of skin just under his balls. Casey moaned 
and ran his 


fingers over and over through my hair, never pushing my 
head down but 


encouraging me in other ways, whispering, “Fuck, fuck, 
Jimmy, fuck 


fuck,” until | Knew he was so close to coming it hurt, and 
then | sucked 


him deep and hard. 


He came like a flood into my mouth, exhaling like he’d just 
hit the 


wall and gasping like he was dying. | took it all, drank him 
down and 


licked him clean, and by the time he was breathing almost 
normally, | 


was almost shaking with how bad | needed to come. 
“Casey....” 


“Up here,” he said, tugging me up until | straddled his chest. 
“Like 


this,” he told me, positioning me on all fours above his 
head. “Use me 


like this.” 


Whoa. And | thought the Constitution was sexy. “Open up,” | 
told 


him, and he did and then | leaned down and thrust into his 
mouth, and 


God, it felt incredible. Casey was lax from his orgasm, soft 
and slick and 


eager for me, and | rolled my hips slowly at first, savoring 
the sensation 


of his tongue and his lips and the edges of his teeth. He ran 
his hands up 


and down my thighs, encouraging me to do more, and so 
my slow 


rhythm got faster, faster, until Casey was almost gagging 
with it, 


moaning like a whore and loving every second of it. | 
reached one hand 


to touch his face, feel the tension in his jaw, then held him 
still as | 


jerked forward and came in a rush. 


“Case.” | said his name like the fucking gift it was, too good 
forme 


but | was taking it anyway. After a few more seconds | slid 
off to the 


side, and then Casey moved up and pulled me into his arms. 
| wasn't 


much of a post-coital cuddler, but | could be persuaded to 
make some 


changes if the person doing the persuading was Casey. He 
turned into me 


and nuzzled his nose into my neck, right next to where he’d 
left a mark, 


and sighed happily. 
“I wanted to do that so badly yesterday.” 


“Should have,” | agreed semi-coherently. “Totally. Yeah.” 


HAVING A BALL | 39 
“I love it when you're articulate.” 


“I know you do,” | said smugly. Then | frowned and sniffed. 
“Is 


something burning?” 


Casey went completely still for a moment. “Shit.” He shook 
off the 


lassitude and staggered out of bed and into the hallway. | 
watched him 


go, appreciating the view. 


The roast was done for. We ended up eating pie and green- 
bean 


casserole for dinner, and it was probably the best meal I’d 
ever had. 


SIX months later | was still in Tucson, working the late shift 
(but asa 


manager now, which was nicer) and helping Michael take 
care of Kelly. 


| was also living with Casey, who had agreed to my 
condition of moving 


Yvonne out of the bedroom in exchange for my company. 
Sex in front of 


any sort of animal just creeped me, for some reason, and it 
didn’t help 


that Yvonne constantly puffed out her throat pouch 
whenever | came 


close, like she was just dying for a shot at me. 


| dragged myself into the kitchen and accepted a cup of 
coffee from 


Casey, who was dressed in his field clothes. He was nicely 
tanned across 


the arms and face now, thanks to spending almost every 
weekend out 


snake spotting with perky graduate students. | went 
sometimes as well, 


just to remind them to keep their mitts off, and because 
honestly it was 


pretty fun going hiking with Casey, who knew a lot more 
about local 


wildlife than just the snakes and lizards. Last time we’d seen 
a couple of 


fox kits, and | was holding out hope for a coati at some 
point. 


“Did you hear that women who've just finished ovulating are 
better 


at snake spotting?” | asked him after | drained half the mug. 
“Proven 


fact. Someone did a real scientific study about it.” 


Casey rolled his eyes. “Dillon and | will do just fine.” 


“I’m just saying, you should maybe invite Christy along. 
Especially 


if she’s in her luteal phase.” 


“I think if you’re so worried about snake spotting, you 
should come 


yourself, lend your eyes to the task.” 


“I would, you know | would, but Kelly has horseback riding 
this 


morning, and Michael’s got summer session.” He was 
teaching a 


remedial course for the first few months of summer, which 
meant Kelly 


spent more time with me in the mornings. “But we’re gonna 
come watch 


you milk the rattlesnakes at three.” 
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“Right.” Casey handed me a plate of farmer’s eggs and sat 
down 


next to me. | had stopped feeling guilty about him cooking 
for me after | 


finally realized he actually enjoyed taking care of me that 
way. Plus, he 


really was good with anything egg-based. “Your brother may 
never 


forgive you for encouraging her like this, Jimmy.” 
“Whatever, he loves me,” | said. 


“I’m sure he does.” He leaned close and kissed me until | 
forgot all 


about breakfast. “I love you more,” he murmured against 
my mouth. 


| grinned. “And differently, | assume.” 


“Yes, smartass. I’m sure your brother doesn’t love you for 
your 


cock.” 


“Ugh.” | squeezed my eyes shut, all amorous thoughts 
immediately 


forgotten. “Ugh, you shit, what a horrible visual!” Brain 
bleach, | needed 


brain bleach. “Christ, remind me why I’m with you again?” 


Casey chuckled and kissed me again. “Because you adore 
me,” 


“Oh yeah.” | opened my eyes, looked at my lover, and 
smiled. 


“You're totally right.” 
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“YOU'RE early,” Sheila said accusatorially. “You’re ruining 
my 
morning routine.” 


Hedge grinned. “You know what they say about early birds. 


“I’m afraid we’ve run out of our supply of worms for this 
week. 


Can | get you something else?” 
“A coffee would be nice then, thank you.” 


She nodded and started preparations for this regular 
costumer. 


Hedge leaned against the counter, his feet tapping to the 
rhythm of some 


song only he could hear. She didn’t pay any attention to it, 
knowing well 


he was not that impatient; he just couldn’t stand still for any 
period of 


time extending beyond three seconds. 

“What made you crawl out so early?” 

“It’s just a nice day, sunny and bright. I’m looking forward to 
work, and there is nothing to do home alone, really.” 


Sheila eyed him with horror. “Okay, you devil’s spawn. Next 
time 


l'Il have cyanide ready and l'Il spike your coffee. No human 
being can 


say that at this time of the day. That’s just against nature. | 
know there are 


some weirdos who feel good in the morning but really, 
looking forward to 


all those sick and dying people in the hospital? That’s just 
unholy.” 


“Shut up!” He laughed. “It’s Friday; we’re going to discharge 
as 


many patients as we can. Did you know we actually make 
people 


better?” 


The barista rolled her eyes. “Or they just want to get out of 
there.” 


“I'll steer them your way,” Hedge promised. “Pump them 
with 


caffeine and when they get a heart attack, they’re back in 
my business.” 
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“You're evil.” She handed him his coffee. “Now give me your 
money before someone kills you.” 

“Nothing can kill me.” He grinned. 


HEDGE walked quickly, humming to himself, sipping his 
coffee. Every 


word he had said to Sheila was true—he felt happy and 
ready for 


everything and anything. 
He wasn’t quite ready, though, when the earthquake hit. 


It wasn’t like he’d never experienced an earthquake. He 
could 


recall three occasions when the earth had been shaking. But 
this was 


something else. Mainly because Hedge found himself sitting 
on the 


ground, his coffee spilled next to him. 


At first, he couldn’t really tell what was wrong, because 
everything 


was wrong. For a brief second he thought something had 
happened with 


him. His knees had given way for no good reason, and he 
felt a bit dizzy. 


Only when he saw other people stumbling, holding onto 
whatever they 


could, did he realize what was going on. 


He couldn’t say for how long it went. He just sat there, glad 
the hot 


coffee didn’t end up on him. Car alarms wailed, and he 
heard some 


people cursing or calling to each other. A group of teenagers 
laughed. 


And then it was over. People pulled out their cell phones, 
calling 


their relatives and friends. 


“Are you Okay, sweetheart?” An older lady squinted at 
Hedge. 


“Uh, sure.” He stood up. “It just caught me by surprise.” 


“Ah, yes,” the lady said with all the ease of decades-long 
expertise. 


“It felt like the ground was about to run from under your 
feet but 


couldn’t decide which way, right?” 
Hedge nodded. 


“That happens. Looks like it was only a mild one,” she 
added, 


looking around. There was no visible damage to their 
Surroundings but 


Hedge, now in full work mode, could already foresee the 
influx of 


patients with small injuries and perhaps a few serious ones, 
resulting 


from being at the wrong place in the wrong time. 
He thanked the amateur seismologist and headed for work. 


“WELL, don’t stare at me like that, officer, go and check on 
him!” 
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Alec’s head was giving him hell, and that was not the worst 
that 


was happening. First, his night shift should have been over 
by now, but 


his well-deserved sleep had been shot to hell when the 
earthquake hit. He 


and his partner hadn’t even made it to the station. They’d 
had to stop 


when this little Chinese lady waved them down furiously. 


But now Marvin was trying to dissolve some tension 
between two 


other neighbors, while Alec couldn’t understand for his life 
what the lady 


was demanding. Her English was fine; there was definitely 
something 


wrong with the circumstances. 
“Madam, please. Calm down and tell me what is wrong.” 


“Jeff is wrong!” she yelled. “He’s down there and probably 
dead 


while you’re standing here!” 
“Who is Jeff and where is he and why should he be dead?” 


She sighed, desperate over such ignorance. “Jeff is my 
neighbor. 


He lives right here. Before the earthquake hit, | saw him 
going down to 


his basement. | tried to call to him, but he’s not answering.” 
“Did you check on him?” 


She looked at him disbelievingly. “Are you mad? With those 
things 


running around?” 
“What things?” 


“Spiders!” she screamed and shuddered. “He keeps all kinds 
of 


spiders down there. Venomous spiders!” 


Great. Alec could think of nothing that would improve his 
day 


more than venomous spiders. 


“I'll go,” said a new voice, and Alec spun around. The kid 
looked 


serious. There was some punk air around him, as if he 
Should have a half 


ton of piercings on his head and another half ton elsewhere 
on his body. 


But his skin was spotless, and his hazel eyes were clear and 
focused. 


“Sir,” Alec sighed, “please, just be on your way now. We 
don’t 


need—” 

“I’m a nurse,” the guy interrupted him. “If there’s an injured 
person, | can help.” 

Alec gave him an incredulous look. “You're a....” 


“A nurse, yes. Where is he?” he asked the Chinese lady. 


“See that door? Downstairs and there you are,” she said 
immediately, 


relieved someone was finally showing some interest in her 
neighbor. 
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Without a glance, the nurse started toward the house the 
lady was 


pointing at. 
“Hey!” Alec shouted after him, to no avail. “Wait!” 


He called after his partner, but Marvin was still too busy with 
the 


other neighbors and just waved his hand in a gesture Alec 
couldn’t 


decipher. He moaned silently and ran after the kid. 
“I told you to stop!” 
“Tell it to Jeff.” 


“At least keep behind me. There are spiders down there and 
maybe 


on the loose.” 


“Are you going to shoot at them?” The nurse chuckled. 
“Okay, lead 


the way. | want to see that!” 


THE police officer was just too cute, Hedge decided. Tall, 
broad 


shoulders, tanned skin, and dark eyes. Someone like that 
would look 


good in a TV show playing a cop. On the other hand, he 
shouldn't look 


this tired. Either he’d been working for too long, or the Asian 
lady had 


done a number on him. 


The door to the basement was not inside the house, which 
could be 


inconvenient, but if there were spiders down there, Hedge 
could see the 


bright side. If they were let loose, Hedge would prefer they 
not enter the 


house. 


They walked down the stairs, Hedge enjoying the view of 
the cop’s 


broad shoulders. There was another door, made of metal, at 
the bottom 


of the stairs, and the officer opened it with some difficulty. 
Either it was 


not so well-maintained, or the earthquake had done 
something to the 


door’s frame. He contemplated it for a while, looking for any 
cracks in 


the walls. 
“Hurry,” Hedge pressed him. 


The police officer just turned on the spot and growled, “Stop 
it. If 


something happened to him, | want to know what before the 
same 


happens to me, all right? So you won’t move until | say so, is 
that clear?” 


“Does the uniform make you so bossy, or is it your personal 
trait?” 


Hedge inquired. 


The cop just shook his head and went in, pulling out a 
flashlight. 


Hedge rolled his eyes—there was plenty of light in the room. 
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The neighbor was right. A man lay almost in the middle of 
the 


room, his upper torso partly covered by a metal rack of 
shelves that had 


been knocked over. 


As if reading his mind, the policeman caught Hedge before 
he 


could dart to the injured man. “Safety,” he hissed, glancing 
around. The 


basement was well lit thanks to neon lights on the ceiling. A 
lampshade 


and one tube at the far end had fallen down, right in front of 
a wall of 


terrariums. 


Only after he couldn’t see any signs of imminent danger, 
the 


policeman released Hedge and both made it quickly to the 
man. 


“Jeff, can you hear me?” Hedge called sharply. The man 
didn’t 


move. 
“Help me with this.” The cop motioned toward the rack and 


without a word, they positioned themselves side by side at 
the elevated 


end of the shelves. “On my mark, one, two, three!” 
The rack wasn’t that heavy, but obviously falling on the poor 


man’s head didn’t do him any good. Both rescuers lifted one 
end of the 


rack and moved it aside. Hedge then kneeled down beside 
the 


unconscious man— fortunately, Jeff was just knocked out, 
not dead. 


“Call an ambulance,” Hedge said. 
And then the earthquake hit for the second time. 


“GET out!” Alec barked at Hedge, who just ignored him, 
squatting on 


the ground and tending to the injured man. Alec cursed and 
yanked him 


upright. Then something banged and plastic lampshades 
and neon tubes 


started falling on their heads. 


Quickly, Alec threw Hedge back to the ground and covered 
him, 


protecting his own head with his hands. Something hard hit 
him on his 


shoulder and he hissed. Under him, Hedge turned his head 
to look at 


what happened but couldn’t see anything—if you don’t 
count an agitated 


spider which ran from one side of the room to the other. 
Oh, spiders. | forgot. 


When the ground stopped shaking, Alec peeled himself off 
Hedge. 


“I told you—” he started. 


“And | heard you,” Hedge snapped and crawled back to Jeff. 
Their 


unwilling host lay still, but no obvious further damage had 
happened to 


him. One of the shades had landed near him, but that was 
it. 
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Alec considered kicking the punk’s nice round butt, but he 


reminded himself he was still on duty and shouldn’t be 
looking at his 


butt. He reached for the radio on his shoulder. 
To find it broken. 


“Damn,” he muttered and headed for the door. “I need to 
call it in 


from the car. l'Il be right—” He stopped. 


“The word you're looking for is ‘back’, and rather than 
thinking 


about it, you should be going,” Hedge said, still checking 
the patient for 


any visible or less visible injuries. 
A couple of sudden metal bangs made him cower before he 


realized nothing was heading his way. 


“What are you doing?” 


Alec turned back in frustration. “The door. Must have gotten 
stuck. 


| can’t open it.” 


Hedge stared at him. “So you can’t get out and you can’t 
make a 


call?” 


“I still have my cell phone.” Alec jumped on it, taking it out 
of his 


pocket. “How is he?” 


“Unconscious, that’s all | can say. There was some trauma to 
his 


head, but the bleeding has already stopped. No other 
injuries, aside from 


a few bruises and scratches on his hands. Well, that’s all | 
can see. His 


pulse is ninety-six but regular and steady,” Hedge recited. 
“Would you 


please call the fucking ambulance now?” 


“| would, but it says ‘network overload’.” Alec sighed in 


frustration. “Of course; everyone is trying to call in an 
emergency. And 


people are checking on their families and calling the news.” 


“So now we're stuck here?” 


Alec shifted uncomfortably. “Not for long. My partner is still 
out 


there—and don’t forget the very loud Chinese lady.” 

“That’s some relief.” Hedge grinned. 

“Yeah, but l'Il come off as a complete idiot.” Alec sighed and 
turned back to the door, trying to pry it open somehow. 
“What’s your name?” Hedge asked suddenly. 

“| beg your pardon?” 


“| said ‘what’s your name?’” Hedge said louder. “I wouldn’t 
mind 
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calling you ‘the hunky, extremely hot police officer’, but that 
would be a 


mouthful. No pun intended.” 
Alec gazed at him with his mouth agape. 


Hedge chuckled. “Okay, now don’t worry, I’m not gonna 
jump 


you. It was nice lying under you—oh, by the way, thank you 
for 


covering me—but I’m not into straight, macho cops.” 


“Would you shut up already?” Alec shook his head in a vain 


attempt to clear his mind. “We’re stuck in the basement, my 
radio is 


broken, the cellular network is overloaded, I’m coming off a 
night shift, 


and | should be sleeping right now. That’s about all | can 
deal with at the 


moment.” 


“Well,” Hedge pouted, “you forgot about one other thing 
you have 


to deal with.” 
“You,” Alec guessed. 


“Nope. Did you see the aquaria back there? They were 
made of 


glass. Note the past tense.” 


Alec followed Hedge’s look. More neon tubes had fallen 
down, so 


now it was considerably darker back there, but still light 
enough to see 


the wall of terrariums. Or what remained of them. 
“Shit.” 


“I'd suggest not going there. So what was your name 
again?” 


“Alec,” the cop said automatically, with his gaze fixed at the 
back 


of the room. 

“I’m Hedge. Nice to meet you.” 

“What was that?” Alec’s gaze moved to Hedge for a second. 
“My name.” 

“Hedge?” 


“Yup. When | was younger, | used to wear dreadlocks. With 
mixed 


results, so they called me a ‘Hedgehog’ and it stuck 
somehow.” The 


nurse smiled. "Even my father calls me Hedge now.” 
“Oh,” was all Alec could manage. “I see.” 


They stared at each other rather awkwardly for a second. 
Then 


Alec’s cell phone suddenly rang. He grabbed it while Hedge 
checked 


Jeff's pulse again. 


“Hello?” Alec shouted. “Marvin, you—yes, I’m alive. The kid 
too. 


Listen, you gotta get us out of here. The door’s stuck and 
the owner of 
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the house needs medical help. And there are venomous 
spiders on the 


loose. What?” He listened for a while and then groaned. “Do 
whatever 


you can, just get us out! Marvin? Marv? Shit,” he added 
when the 


“network overload” sign flashed on the display of his cell 
phone again. 


“We're saved?” Hedge guessed. 


“Uh, not exactly. The front door collapsed too, and they 
need to 


clear it first before they can get to this door to deal with it.” 
Alec looked 


at him in frustration. “How’s Jeff?” 


“Still the same. His pulse is not speeding up, so there’s a 
chance 


he’s not bleeding internally. But he’s still out cold, and that’s 
nevera 


good sign.” 


“Damn.” Alec paced a few times, looking around with 
something 


suspiciously close to anxiety. 
“Watch for spiders,” Hedge muttered. 
“That’s what I’m doing. The lady outside said they were 


venomous.” 


“Makes sense,” Hedge agreed. “Why would someone keep 
spiders 


that weren’t venomous? No fun in it. But don’t worry, as far 
as | know, 


spiders don’t bite humans unless provoked.” 


“Right, but the earthquake might have provoked them,” 
Alec 


argued. “Do you know what pisses off spiders?” 


“Sorry, I’m a nurse, not a... what are they called? 
Arachnologists?” 


“That doesn’t sound right.” Alec looked around and then 
cautiously 


sat down, leaning against the door. 

“I don’t know, then.” 

“I’m not a straight, macho cop,” Alec suddenly said. “I’m not 
straight and I’m not even in the closet. Just for the record.” 
“Oh?” Hedge gave him a once over. “Bullshit.” 

“Sorry?” 


Hedge shook his head. “No way. There are no hunky, hot, 
gay 


cops. Something hit me on my head and now l'm lying here 
beside Jeff 


and hallucinating. Tell me you're single and my head will 
explode.” 


“Lam single,” Alec confirmed. 


“Huh.” Hedge watched him for a few seconds. “Okay, 
maybe I’m 


not hallucinating. If | were, we’d be making out already.” 


“You really do enjoy making people uncomfortable.” Alec 
sighed. 
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“Doesn't fit very well with nursing.” 

“You're not my patient,” Hedge reminded him. “Speaking of 
which, is there a blanket or a pillow here to make Jeff more 
comfortable?” 

Alec looked around. “Can’t see anything.” 


“Certainly not from there.” Hedge stood up and started to 
inspect 


the room. 


“Hey, watch for those spiders,” Alec called after him 
nervously, 


standing up and joining him. 
“Arachnophobia?” Hedge asked, not looking at him. 


“Huh?” 


“Are you afraid of spiders?” 


“I know what arachnophobia is,” Alec countered. “No, I’m 
not 


arachnophobic.” After a few seconds of silence, he added, “| 
don’t like 


them, though. | mean, I’m not gonna have a panic attack, 
but I’d rather 


not to get too close to them. They are, um, repulsive. Too 
many legs, if 


you ask me.” 
“That’s rude,” Hedge scolded him. 
“Why?” 


“Hating those poor little fellows just because they have too 
many 


legs.” 


“I don’t hate them!” Alec protested. “It’s just.... We're just 
fine 


when not in the same room. Hey, be careful and watch 
where you're 


sticking your hands.” 


“That sounded very suggestive.” Hedge grinned. “Why are 
you 


single?” 


Alec looked at him disbelievingly. “I think that’s none of your 
business.” 


“No blanket here. Sorry, Jeff, it’s your fault.” Hedge sighed 
and 


returned to the patient, checking his pulse. “I was just being 
polite and 


making some conversation.” 
“About my personal life. Right.” 
“Okay, | was curious. You’re really too hot to be single.” 


“Nonsense.” Alec brushed it aside. “I’m just a cop, working 
odd 


hours and dealing with the lowlife. Not for everyone. Can’t 
be bothered 


with clubs and fancy restaurants and shopping.” 
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“But you’re also very protective and generally a very nice 
guy.” 


“You don’t know that.” 


Hedge tilted his head. “I do. If | were coming off a night 
shift, | 


wouldn’t be half as nice as | am now.” 


“This is nice?” Alec shook his head. 


“Watch the spider.” Hedge pointed to the eight-legged 
creature 


strolling next to them. 
Alec jumped aside. “What?” 
“Don’t stomp on it, please. That one is pretty colorful.” 


The officer watched a green-yellow-orange spider marching 
away. 


“Beauty. Does it bite?” 
“No idea,” Hedge said merrily. “Can you hear that?” 
Voices and sounds of a hammer banging on something were 


muffled but distinctive. “Yeah. They’re trying to get us out. 
Must be the 


first door. God, what a day.” Alec scratched his head. “l 
should find 


something to pry the door open. | can’t wait to get out of 
here.” 


Cautiously, he went back to the shelves and tables farther in 
the 


room to look for a crowbar or something... anything to get 
them out. 


“What about you? Single?” he asked, facing away. 
“Isn't that a personal question?” 


“You started it.” 


“Yes, I’m single. | tend to get on other people’s nerves.” 
“No shit.” Alec chuckled. 

“Hey, save it, or l'm gonna send a spider your way!” 
Alec turned, leaning against the table behind him with an 


unexpected smile on his face. “You really enjoy confusing 
people, 


making them uncomfortable and watching them squirm, 
don’t you?” 


Hedge raised his eyebrow. “What makes you say that?” 
“Fifteen minutes | spent in your company.” 


Hedge shrugged. “Call it self-defense. Being a small, wiry 
kid and 


then a thin, nerdy gay teenager just begged other people to 
make mea 


victim.” 

“Bullying?” Alec went serious. 

Hedge averted his eyes. “Of course. But | fought back.” 
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“And fought before they could attack. Without knowing they 
had 


any intention to attack.” 


“Hey, what is this, my therapy session?” Hedge threw an 


indefinable piece of plastic at him. Alec didn’t as much as 
dodge it. 


“You're really like a hedgehog, you know. All spines; you 
can't 


even take it in your hands.” 
“So?” 


Alec gave him a smile. “Nothing. Plenty of people like that.” 
He 


turned back. 

Hedge cleared his throat. “Um... Alec? Stop moving.” 
Alec stiffened. “What?” 

“There’s a spider on your back.” 


Alec gulped. “That’s not funny.” He stared at a stain on the 
wall, 


unable to move. 
“It’s not a joke. You should feel it.” 


“Now I can feel it everywhere.” Alec closed his eyes and 
quickly 


opened them. “Take it away.” 
Hedge approached him tentatively. “Just a sec. Don’t move.” 
“IT can’t anyway. Now would you....” 


“Shh.” Hedge looked closer at the spider, all black and shiny 


against Alec’s light-blue uniform shirt. “I don’t want it to bite 
you.” 


My sentiments exactly, Alec thought, but he didn’t say a 
word. 


Carefully, Hedge grabbed the spider so it couldn’t bite him. 
“There he is, 


good boy. Look.” He showed it to Alec. “See? No joke.” 


“Just put it away,” Alec muttered, hardly glancing at the 
offensive 


creature. 


Hedge put the spider on the floor a few feet from the 
policeman. 


“Now run to your family,” he advised the arachnid. “Well, 
that went 


well. No bites,” Hedge said approvingly. “Are you all right?” 


“Fine.” Alec nodded, wiping his forehead. “That was close. 
Thank 


you, by the way.” 


“Now we're even.” Hedge grinned. “Although—you got to lie 
on 


me, but | had to take a spider with my bare hands. Life is 
not fair.” 


“Let me guess. You'd like to lie on me as well.” 


Hedge winked. “I never said I’m exclusively a bottom.” 
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“Good. | mean, for you.” Alec turned his back on Hedge 
again. 


“So, do you like your job?” 

“I do. Do you?” 

“Sure. The working hours suck, though.” 

Hedge rolled his eyes. “I like personal questions better.” 


“| don’t. I’m still a police officer and—” Alec suddenly hissed 
and 


jerked his hand out of the darker corner he’d been searching 
through. 


“What happened?” 


“There must have been a nail or—shit!” Alec backed off 
from the 


desk, eyes wide. “Something moved there!” He looked at 
his hand. 


Before he could even focus on it, Hedge was by his side, 
checking it. 


“There is something there,” he said, calm and curious. Alec 


couldn’t see the worry in his eyes. “Looks like a small 
puncture wound.” 


“Uh, a spider?” Alec offered anxiously. 


“Or a nail, who knows. Does it hurt?” 


“A bit, uh, | don’t know. Shouldn’t it have stopped by now?” 


Hedge took him by his elbow and led him toward the door. 
“Sit 


down, please. No more treasure hunts for you.” 


Alec watched his hand. “It actually hurts more and more.” 
Hedge 


inspected the wound as if he had any idea what to do. He 
squinted—was 


the skin around the puncture turning red? 
“It was a spider,” Alec said. 


“Give me your flashlight, calm down, and don’t move.” 
Hedge 


took the flashlight and went back to the desk. He searched 
it thoroughly. 


“Something moved back there, but | can’t see it.” 
“What could that ‘something’ be?” Alec shivered. 
“Okay, it was a spider, but | couldn’t see what it was.” 


“Does it matter? Could you do something for this bite? First 
aid, 


anyone?” 
“Well, first | need to know what bit you.” 


“A spider?” 


“Fine, it was a spider, but which one? There are various 
spider 


venoms with different modes of action, so—” 


“Hedge?” Alec’s voice shut him up. “Do you have any idea 
what to 


do?” 
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For the first time, Hedge looked troubled. “We don’t deal 
with 


spider bites that often. Actually, I’ve never seen one before. 
But we still 


should find the culprit so someone with expertise could 
determine what 


to do.” 
Alec closed his eyes. “What about some general tips?” 


Hedge bit his lower lip. “Capture the spider if it’s safe to do 
SO. 


Cold compress to limit swelling.” He tried to fish out long- 
forgotten 


memories of his first-aid classes. 


“What about cutting the wound and sucking the venom 
out?” 


Alec’s gaze didn’t move from the red area on the back of his 
hand. 


“Oh, that doesn’t work,” Hedge said. “I remember that.” 
“What about the cold compress?” Alec suggested. 


“Well, no water here. No ice, either.” Hedge came back to 
him, 


looking at the wound. Alec’s hand was definitely getting red 
around the 


puncture and swelling. “Does it hurt?” 
“Yas,” 
Hedge checked Alec’s pulse and counted his breaths. 


“What?” Alec asked when the other man was gazing at his 
facea 


bit too long. 


“Checking for any signs of neurotoxins. Or for allergic 
reactions. 


Or something along those lines.” 
Alec snorted. “Cold sweat, pale skin?” 


“Shortness of breath, loss of consciousness. Oh, sorry,” he 
added 


quickly. “I didn’t want to scare you.” 
The earth shook again. 


It was more like a shudder, but Alec still grabbed Hedge. 
They 


both looked up as if waiting for the ceiling to cave in. 
Nothing happened. 


“Uh, just an aftershock, | guess,” Alec said, still holding 
Hedge in 


his arms. 


“It’s funny,” Hedge replied. “You’re a patient now so | should 
be 


protecting you.” 
“Sorry,” Alec murmured and released him. 
Hedge kept holding him. “I don’t mind.” 


Neither of them moved until Alec slowly took Hedge in his 
arms 


again. He didn’t know why. Maybe because he felt much 
better close to 
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someone. Stuck in a basement and bitten by a spider— 
holding this 


wacky young man was something good. Alec felt calmer and 
somehow 


safer, even with spiders crawling around. 


He looked at Hedge and found him looking right back, his 
eyes 


understanding and kind. A human touch. A little bit of 
something to hold 


onto when the whole world went insane. Hedge could read 
him, and Alec 


found it wasn’t awkward. It was as if he wanted to be read, 
understood. 


And then the man on the ground moaned and moved. 


“Not now, Jeff,” Hedge grunted, but slipped from Alec’s hug 
and 


moved to his first patient’s side. “Jeff, can you hear me?” 
“What?” Jeff opened his eyes, looking at Hedge in confusion. 


Loud bangs from the door made Alec jump. “Hey, boys, are 
you in 


there?” someone hollered from the other side. 
“Uh, yes!” Alec shouted. 
“Keep away from the door. We'll be right there!” 


Alec, holding his injured hand close to his body, moved 
toward 


Hedge, who was tending to Jeff. 
“They’re here,” Alec advised somewhat unnecessarily. 


Hedge shot him a look. “I almost said ‘too soon’,” he 
muttered 


under his breath. 


Alec couldn’t help but smile. 


AND then it was all blurry and loud and chaotic. Both Jeff 
and Alec 


were taken to the hospital. Alec tried to say something to 
Hedge buta 


wall of paramedics, firefighters, and cops separated them. 
Then he was 


shoved into a waiting ambulance while Jeff took a ride in 
another. Hedge 


disappeared and Alec suddenly felt anxious, deafened by 
the light and 


noise, alone and helpless. 


Another round of questions and administrations in the 
hospital. 


Doctors and nurses inspecting his wound, checking his 
vitals, asking 


more questions. 


Finally, he was allowed to get some sleep. Doctors decided 
nothing 


horrendous was happening to his hand. He was told to rest 
and if nothing 


changed, it meant the spider bite was pretty harmless, and 
he would be 


discharged soon. 
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NEXT morning, Alec woke up at the nurses’ handover. The 
lady who’d 


been in charge of the night shift came to his bed, 
announcing to the 


morning shift, “Now, ladies and gentlemen, this is 
something we don’t 


see too often. This is Alec, and he’s been bitten by a spider. 
If you 


behave, he might let you see the wound. How are you, 
Alec?” 


“Good morning.” Alec yawned. “Still hurts, but it looks the 
same. | 


think the spidey was just playing with me.” 


“We'll be discharging him this afternoon, unless his hand 
falls off.” 


The nurse winked at him. Alec sighed. What happened to 
the 


compassionate, angelic ideal of nursing? 


Hedge smirked at him and Alec had to close his eyes and 
open 


them again. What? 


But Hedge was still there, in his uniform, grinning like a 
madman. 


When the other nurses moved along, he came closer. “Hey. 
Looks like 


you're still my patient.” 


“Must be my lucky day,” Alec muttered. “What are you 
doing here?” 


“Working?” Hedge suggested. “I told you I’m a nurse. Oh, 
Jeff 


says hello. He’s got a bad concussion, but he'll be fine. He 
said ‘sorry’ 


for the spider bite.” 


“Tell him my hand is all black and rotten and it’s all his 
fault.” 


“Don’t be mean to the poor guy. He’s looking and feeling 
much 


worse than you are.” Alec thought something like “And you 
look pretty 


good, if you ask me” was coming, but Hedge just smiled and 
said, “Have 


to run now. l'Il see you later.” 


Alec lay back and finally allowed a smile to spread on his 
face. 


For the rest of the day, Alec saw Hedge only a couple of 
times. 


Obviously, the nurse had been assigned to other patients. 
Unfortunately, 


Alec thought. It would be nice to see him at his bed.... Alec 
couldn’t get 


that feeling of closeness out of his mind. It didn’t make 
sense. He hardly 


knew Hedge; how could he be close to him? 


Since his hand didn’t fall off, he was discharged in the 
afternoon. 


He tried to catch Hedge before he left, but had no luck. 


Alec walked out of the hospital. The day was bright and 
without 


earthquakes, spiders, and cheeky nurses, life was beautiful. 
Alec stood still. Okay, maybe it was not that true. 
ALONG CAME SPIDERS | 57 


SOMEHOW, Alec had slipped away without Hedge noticing. 
Now 


Hedge was sitting at a desk, trying to transform his 
scribbled notes into 


somewhat coherent nursing reports. It was an awful task in 
his best 


times, and now his mind was miles away. Just like Alec. 


Finally, he was leaving the hospital when he saw Alec sitting 
ona 


bench in front of the building. Out of his uniform, Alec 
looked younger 


and maybe even hotter. 


“What are you doing here?” Hedge came closer. “You're 
Supposed 


to be at home, having a rest and watching if your hand 
starts to rot. Are 


you Okay?” he asked. 


“I’m fine. | just decided it’s much nicer outside, since there 
are no 


confined spaces with spiders crawling around.... Oh, crap. 
I’ve been 


waiting for you.” 
“Me?” 
“Yes, you. | didn’t know when your next shift will be, and 


pretending | was just in the neighborhood would be 
downright 


ridiculous. | want to ask you out.” 

“Me?” Hedge wasn’t sure if he heard him right. 

“Once again, you.” 

Hedge blinked. “Why?” 

Alec shrugged. “I don’t like spiders, but | like hedgehogs. 


Hedgehogs are cool. | don’t know. | find you interesting. 
Different. 


Unnerving. Everything.” 


Hedge smiled. “Okay, then.” 
“Okay?” 


“Okay,” Hedge confirmed. “But definitely not today. You 
should 


be in bed. Off you go. Here.” He jotted down his number. 
“And | don’t 


want to hear from you until tomorrow.” 


“Does the uniform make you so bossy, or is it your personal 
trait?” 


Alec grinned. 
“Wanna find out?” Hedge inquired. 
“Ido,” Alec said. 


“YOU'RE early again.” Sheila frowned. “There’s no order in 
my life 


anymore.” 
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“Sorry, there’s no reason to stay in bed without Alec. | hate 
his 


night shifts.” 
“He hates your night shifts,” Sheila informed Hedge. 


“I know. Now give me my coffee and nobody gets hurt.” 


“I’m not giving you anything,” she retorted. He stared at her 
in 


disbelief until she took pity on him and added, “Your coffee 
sits back 


there with a certain gentleman.” 


Confused, Hedge turned around. Alec was sitting at the back 
of the 


café, grinning, with a cup of coffee in his hand. 


“Oh, how | love that certain gentleman,” Hedge muttered, 
and 


Sheila rolled her eyes. 


Drawn equally to the man in question and the cup of coffee, 
Hedge 


walked toward Alec. “Don’t say a word. You’re checking on 
me.” 


“Totally. Luckily, Sheila told me everything about the hunky 
police 


officers you’re meeting here.” 
“What a traitor.” Hedge kissed him and stole the coffee. 


“I wouldn’t make it home in time to see you,” Alec 
explained. “l 


thought l'’d wait for you here. A day without you is too long.” 


Hedge sighed contently. “This is why I love and hate you so 
much. 


Unlike me, you’re always doing and saying the right thing. 
All women 


should be tearing their hair out over such a loss for them.” 
“Should | start right now, or you want a refill first?” Sheila, 
magically appearing next to them, asked icily. 

“A refill would be nice, thank you, Sheila.” Alec beamed. 


She refilled his cup and went away muttering, “Maybe just a 
little 


hair tearing would be in place.” 


Alec sipped his coffee, watching Hedge over the rim of his 
cup. 


“I'll get some sleep and then start packing.” 
Hedge snapped his fingers. “Oh, about the move—” 
“No, you can’t have a pet tarantula,” Alec jumped in. 


Hedge grinned widely. “That’s not what | wanted to say, but 
for the 


record: | love spiders ever since they brought you my way.” 
“Funny thing, | usually say it was an earthquake and an 
UNCONSCIOUS guy.” 

“Spiders are more fun. It would be a nice reminder.” 
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“No spiders. Or l'Il tell Sheila your real name.” 

“Then l'Il have to kill you both.” 

“Case of tarantula closed. What did you want to say? About 
moving?” 


But something else was on Hedge’s mind. “You're taking it 
SO 


casually. Our first home together. Not ‘my place’ and ‘your 
place’, but a 


place of our own. Our place! Aren’t you excited?” 


Alec kissed him again. “Every day with you is exciting, you 
know. 


You stomped into my life with an earthquake. Figures.” 
“It was spiders.” 


“Hedge, you’re going to be late for work!” Sheila called from 
the 


front. 


“Damn. Have to go. I'll see you later. Start packing. Oh, and 
what | 


wanted to say in the first place: throw out your pajamas; 
they’re just 


taking up space anyway. Love you, spidey!” Hedge kissed 
him and ran 


off. 


Sheila returned to take their used cups away. “Why is he 
calling 


you a spider?” she wanted to know. 


Alec smirked. “Never mind. Oh, do you know what Hedge’s 
real 


name is?” 
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MATTHEW VANDREW was born somewhere in Europe, and 
once he got 


fed up with it, he moved to Australia. He doesn't have a 
husband, 


children, or pets, so his only company is characters he 
creates and 


torments with secret and very unsettling pleasure. For the 
rest of the 


world, he is just this nice what's-his-funny-name guy. He's a 
man of very 


few words, so nobody actually believes him when he comes 
out asa 


writer. 
CUDDLING UP 
Chris T. Kat 


TURNING up the collar of my jacket against the increasing 
wind, | 


peered around the edge of the door. 
It was still pouring like it had been for the last two hours. No 


reprieve was in sight, and my only choices were either to 
wait it out or 


run to my car. Waiting was out of the question; I’d done that 
for the last 


thirty minutes. | felt a tiny bit stupid for standing 
indecisively in the 


vestibule of the big cats’ house for so long. 


| sighed. The only option left was to sprint. Not a very 
welcoming 


option. Even with my long legs, it would take me three to 
five minutes to 


get to my car. I’d be drenched by the time | reached it. 


Maybe I'd be better off looking after the cats again. Or 
maybe not. 


| soent enough time with them anyway. Not surprising for 
one of 


the keepers at the Philadelphia Zoo, and | really loved my 
work. It was 


hard, physical work, but | got to see those beautiful big cats 
every day. 


At least, every day | worked. My eyebrows drew together in 
a frown. 


Days off were rare and nothing | looked forward to. But that 
was just 


me—l lived for my work. 


| wasn’t complaining, though. The hard work was weighed 
out by 


special moments like when | could touch one of those 
gracious and 


fascinating creatures. Usually when they were knocked out, 
but hey, | 


wasn’t picky. 


I'd always been fascinated by the big cats, especially their 
eyes. 


The variety and intensity of their eye colors was stunning. 
Though I had 


to admit to being a sucker for the snow leopards’ gray-green 
ones. That 


was probably also the reason for my attraction to Noah 
Collins, the 


replacement for old Bill Reynolds. 
62 | CHRIS T. KAT 


| sighed again. | needed to get going. Noah was inside the 
big cats’ 


house, staying overnight because Daria, our female snow 
leopard, 


seemed edgy and wasn’t caring for her two cubs like she 
was supposed 


to. She’d given birth to a pair of cubs, Gia and Raj, about a 
month ago. 


Until three days ago, she had been a model mother. She 
Surprised all of 


us with her behavior, considering she was a first-time 
mother and had 


been reared by hand. 


It would be a pity if she’d stopped caring for the cubs. 
Although 


Noah had already eagerly signaled that he’d take at least 
one of the cubs, 


preferably the female one, to rear her by hand. Fool. 


He had no clue about how a cub could tip your whole world 
upside 


down. Not to mention the sudden non-existence of a social 
life, reduced 


sleep, torn cushions, scratched furniture, the never-ending 
task of 


cleaning bottles, and the cub falling asleep in your arms 
while suckling. 


A grin spread over my face. All right, maybe it wasn’t a// bad 
to 


hand-rear a cub. 


| had done it four times already, once with a cheetah cub 
and three 


times with tiger cubs. Best times of my life so far. Which 
probably said 


something about me and my social life. Grimacing, | decided 
not to 


follow that trail of thoughts. The weather was already 
depressing 


enough, so there was no need for me to add to it. 


Suddenly the sky lit up, immediately followed by a 
fulminating 


clap of thunder. Astonished, | realized the weird rumbling 
sensation in 


the ground came from the thunder. 


| stepped back inside the foyer and closed the door behind 
me. | 


didn’t fear lightning per se, but going outside now was too 
much of a 


risk. The thought of spending a bit more time here, with 
Noah, was— 


well it definitely would not help lift my mood. 


| opened the inner door of the entrance a crack, listening 
intently. | 


heard nothing. Frowning, | walked farther inside the house. 


Leonardo, our male snow leopard, never took much notice 
of 


lightning, thunder, or whatever. He was probably the most 
stoic of the 


big cats we currently had in residence. Daria was different, 
though. 


Usually she’d mew, hiss, or yowl in these circumstances. | 
expected her 


to lament even more now that she had the cubs, yet | heard 
none of her 


typical sounds. 


Decidedly worried, | walked toward her compound, only to 
come 


up short a few feet away. Daria’s compound could be 
divided into two 
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compartments in case we wanted to separate the cubs from 
the mother. 


The vet could examine the cubs safely, and Daria could still 
see them. She 


didn’t like that procedure much, so we only did it if we 
couldn't help it. 


My heart, which had almost calmed down from the 
adrenaline rush 


seconds ago, accelerated anew at the scene on display. The 
separating iron 


door was pulled up, joining both compartments. One of 
them was empty. 


In the other one sat Noah, with Daria’s head in his lap while 
the 


cubs romped around them. 


| rapidly closed and opened my eyes several times to get rid 
of the 


image of Noah cuddling with Daria. It didn’t help. 


My breath whooshed in and out in shallow gasps as | 
watched 


Noah stroking and petting Daria. Whenever he stopped 
because one of 


the cubs demanded his attention, she nudged him none too 
gently in his 


abdomen, showing he should go on with petting her. 


| saw Noah grinning at her, his gray-green eyes sparkling in 
the 


dim light. Long strands of softly shining light-brown hair fell 
onto his 


forehead, obscuring his eyes from my sight. He bent over 
her and 


dropped a kiss onto her nose, to which she responded 
affectionately by 


pulling his neck closer with one of her huge paws. 


Noah lost his balance after an especially forceful tug and 
toppled 


on her. He ended up with his head on her flank, laughing 
and grinning. 


Daria lifted her head to gaze at him. If she’d been human, 
the look she 


gave him would have been fond, very fond. 


One of the cubs pounced onto Noah’s back, obviously using 
either 


its little teeth or claws, if Noah’s pained yelp was any 
indicator. Daria 


growled, snatched at the cub’s neck, and lifted it off Noah. 


The cub, Gia, | think, licked her mother’s snout as soon as 
Daria 


put her down. Seconds later she was already brawling again 
with her 


brother. 


Noah propped himself up on an elbow while he scratched 
Daria 


under her chin. She relaxed on her side and closed her eyes. 
My heart worked in almost normal parameters again. | was 


debating whether to give a sign of my presence when | 
heard Noah say, 


“You missed that, huh? Our petting sessions? Yeah, me too.” 


Daria cracked one eye open, scooted closer to Noah, and 
put a big 


paw on his jeans-clad leg. He chuckled. “Okay, okay, I’m not 
stopping. 


See?” 
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He pushed himself in a sitting position and crossed his legs 
before 


he began rubbing and massaging her in sure, firm strokes. 
Daria moaned, 


stretched out her legs, and closed her eyes. 


| wondered how those sure hands would feel on my body. It 
wasn't 


the first time the thought occurred to me, but seeing him 
handling a 110- 


pound big cat so self-assuredly.... Well, it would make for 
interesting 


dreams later tonight. 


| was drawn out of my reverie, and also out of my frozen 
position, 


by a deafening clap of thunder. The sheer loudness of it 
drowned out my 


gasp and sudden jump forward. Still, Daria shot up, locked 
eyes with me, 


and growled. 
Icy beads rolled down my spine. What if she decided | was a 
threat? Would she attack Noah? 


Swallowing hard, | stood still and stiff, trying my best not to 
move 


a muscle or give her any reason to feel threatened. Not an 
easy 


undertaking, given most people felt threatened by my 
physical 


appearance. At almost seven foot and 260 pounds of pure 
muscle, | 


intimidate people just by being there. 


How the heck was | supposed to appear non-threatening to 
a 


nursing snow leopard? 


Daria’s growl grew louder, deeper, and more urgent. She 
flattened 


her ears against her head, her whole body tensing up in 
nervous 


agitation. 


Oh fuck. Oh fuckety-fuck. 


The shivering cubs pressed closely against their mother’s 
chest, but she 


barely spared them a glance. | could hardly breathe, but 
then | heard Noah 


gushing—yes, actually gushing—“Aw, come on, sweetheart. 
Everything’s 


okay. Just a very loud noise. Look, here are your babies, 
they're fine.” 


Noah crouched in front of Daria, cupped both hands around 
her 


face, and turned it toward him. She growled deep in her 
throat. 


| felt distinctly lightheaded. 


“Aw, Dari-baby, it’s okay,” Noah cooed. He waggled his 
fingers in 


front of her face. “Come on, no growling at me.” 


A sharp hiss erupted from Daria in answer. Then she lunged 
forward. 


| struggled to keep control of my bladder as | made a dash 
for the 


tranquilizer gun in the back room of the house. | skidded to 
a halt at the 


hallway when | heard a familiar chuckle. 


CUDDLING UP | 65 


Disbelievingly, | stared at Noah. He was sitting on his ass, 
his legs 


stretched out in front of him with Daria’s huge forepaws 
slung around 


his neck. She licked his face furiously. He tried to shove her 
away but 


gave up when a warning grumble rose in her chest. 


My heart pounded painfully hard as | watched the scene. 
The cubs 


had already overcome their momentary fright and were 
tussling around 


next to their mother. | was torn between running for the gun 
and wanting 


to stay and watch. 


Noah pressed his head into the wooly fur of Daria’s front as 
she 


proceeded to lick his neck. His neck. 


His totally exposed neck. One bite from her and he could be 
dead. 


My knees shook violently, and | gnashed my teeth to 
prevent 


myself from yelling at him. | needed to wait until she 
released him and 


he got out of her compound safely. Then I’d make sure he’d 
never even 


think about coming close to her again. Such a stupid, stupid 
fool! 


Eventually Daria let go of Noah. During the next rolls of 
thunder, 


she reassured Gia and Raj everything was okay. Noah 
stayed close to 


her, for which | wanted to strangle him. 


The strangling urge subsided marginally while Daria nursed 
her 


cubs. She twitched sometimes and lifted her head to frown 


disapprovingly at the cubs, but Noah’s soothing stream of 
words had the 


desired effect on her. 
“You need to let them suckle, sweetheart, even if it’s 
uncomfortable from time to time,” | heard him saying. 


Hm. So maybe her teats had gotten sensitive from feeding 
the 


cubs? | wondered if he’d told the vet about it. | got my 
answer when he 


went on, “I put some lotion on your teats, and we'll do it 
again early in 


the morning. It helps, doesn’t it?” 


Daria glanced at him before she huffed, somehow irritably. 


“You're doing fine, Dari-baby. You’re really doing fine.” 


| rolled my eyes. Dari-baby. The guy was crazy. He was also 
sexy 


like hell. A good deal shorter than me—no surprise there— 
and slender, 


though not on the scrawny side. l’d had a crush on him after 
spotting him 


for the first time. 


Unfortunately, he never gave any sign of interest in me. On 
the 


contrary, he always challenged me and even tried to 
undermine my 


authority. 
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| straightened up from my hiding spot, determined to show 
him 


who had the last say between us tonight. | could bring this... 
incident up 


to our boss. Noah would be fired immediately. All keepers 
signed a 


contract and agreed to certain protocols when handling the 
animals. 


Cuddling with snow leopards was not included. 


As | brooded about my next step, | kept an eye on Noah, 
Daria, and 


the cubs. When the cubs finished suckling, Daria yawned, 
licked the 


hand closest to her, and got up. Quietly she walked into the 
other 


compartment, with Gia and Raj trailing after her. 


Noah wished her a good night before he stood up, stretched, 
and 


closed the compartment door. He shut the other 
compartment door as 


well and slowly ambled over to where | waited. 


Daria’s yowl stopped Noah. He turned around, waved, and 
said, 


“Yeah, | know. Good thing Mr. Nitpicker wasn’t here. He 
would have 


had his panties in a bunch.” 


Daria mewed an answer, and Noah chuckled. “Though | 
would 


love to see his face.” 
“That can be arranged,” | said. 


With great displeasure, | realized Noah didn’t jump. On the 
other 


hand, all color left his face. 


For a moment we stood there, each of us silent, waiting for 
the 


other one to start talking. | crossed my arms above my 
chest, 


unnecessarily puffing myself up, and glared down at Noah. 


He had to tilt his head back to get a good look at me. He 
wet his 


upper lip with the tip of his tongue in a nervous gesture. | 
couldn’t ignore 


the longing desire unfurling in my gut. I had tried to squash 
this urge 


way too long already. 
“How long are we going to do this? Not that | don’t get you 


wanting to act all macho-like. You’ve at least got the body 
for it, but... 


could you step aside so | can go to the room and get 
comfortable? By the 


way, how long have you been back, did you say?” 
He rambled. Babbled, even. 


Allowing a small smirk to appear on my face, but not 
budging an 


inch when he came toward me and tried to walk past, | 
eventually 


answered, “I didn’t want to be drenched and decided to wait 
until the 


rain eased off a bit. | came back inside after the first 
thunder.” 


“Oh. Oh, you did? | didn’t hear you.” 
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“Guess you were occupied, huh? Totally understandable, 
since you 


were so busy cuddling a grown snow leopard!” | shouted, 
finally giving 


way to my anger. 


To my utmost satisfaction, Noah jumped this time. He also 
stepped 


away from me, very quickly and with a wary expression on 
his face. He 


bounced up and down on the balls of his feet, all the while 
shooting me 


nervous glances. 
“Nothing to say to that?” | asked curtly. 


“What do you want me to say? You saw it, and now your 
panties 


are in a bunch,” he snarled defiantly. 


For a short moment, | was stunned. Then | slowly uncrossed 
my 


arms and closed the distance between us. Admittedly, he 
impressed me 


by standing his ground. He did, however, swallow 
repeatedly, and his 


pallor changed from pale to a ghastly white. 
“Did | understand you correctly? You think I’m reacting 
unreasonably after seeing you cuddling Daria?” 


His gaze flickered from my chest to my face and back again. 
| 


expected him to cave and ask me not to tell our superior. 
Boy, was | in for a surprise! 


Noah straightened up, craned his head so we could lock 
eyes, and 


said coolly, “I know what I’m doing. Daria would never 
attack me. Of 


course, it is perfectly clear a bone-headed Neanderthal like 
you isn’t 


capable of understanding the kind of relationship | have with 
her. Or 


maybe you're just a pansy? What with you not wanting to 
get wet and—” 


“Are you serious?” 


“Of course | am! By the way, were you really raised by 
cavemen? 


Because in most civilized cultures, it’s regarded as rude to 
interrupt 


someone—” 
I'd had enough. Period. 


A shadow of concern, maybe mingled with a bit of fear, 
flitted over 


Noah’s face as | gripped his shoulders. Swiftly, | turned him 
around, 


grabbed both his wrists in my hand, pulled him close to me, 
and lifted 


him off his feet. A shocked gasp escaped him as | proceeded 
to carry him 


toward the vestibule. 


We had already crossed the threshold of the inner door 
when 


Noah’s rigid body posture gave way to struggling. “Hey! 
Hey! God 


damn it, Myers, what are you doing? There’s a big 
thunderstorm going 


on outside! Myers? Myers! Let me down!” 
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| ignored him. 


Stepping outside into the chilly air helped to cool down my 
anger. 


We could still hear thunder rumbling, but it wasn’t close to 
us anymore. 


We were safe outside, except for the wind tugging at our 
clothes and the 


rain drenching us. 
“Myers! Get your fucking paws off me. We’re getting wet!” 


Noah’s voice was filled with furious indignation. Whether his 
fury 


emanated from being in the rain or being held against his 
will, | didn’t care. 


He was unharmed, which was the only fact | cared about at 
that 


moment. It took me a few seconds to register how very 
scared | had been 


for his safety, his life. How devastated | would have been if 
anything had 


happened to him. 


Noah still ranted and struggled in my arms. | said nothing 
and did 


nothing. Just kept us in front of the house, allowing the rain 
to splash us 


until we were both soaked to the bone. 


Noah went silent after a while and gave up on struggling. 
When the 


first shiver ran through him, his body molded against mine, 
seeking 


Shelter, probably unconsciously. | set him on the ground, 
which gained 


me a few mumbled words of gratitude. Tightening both 
arms around his 


upper body, | forestalled him from discreetly slipping away 
from me. 


Another few minutes passed by in silence. | listened to the 


raindrops falling, as well as Noah’s now more regular 
breathing. He 


shifted from foot to foot, his butt sliding deliciously along my 
crotch. 


When | felt my cock rising, | stilled his restlessly moving 
body. 


“Can't we go back inside? Please? |’m freezing. Why do we 
have 


to stay here, anyway? Now we'll both get a cold, and if 
we’re both on 


sick leave, who is going to look after the cats?” 


“Trent will. I’m not sure you should be allowed anywhere 
near the 


cats anyway, since you’re obviously not capable of 
distinguishing 


between house cats and big cats,” | grumbled in response. 


Noah’s body stiffened. Reflexively, | tightened my grip 
around 


him. Not a second too soon, as he made a vicious attempt 
at freeing 


himself. Vicious, but utterly unsuccessful. 
“Stop this shit right now and behave.” 


Noah sputtered. “Behave? Right. Let go of me, you fucking 


“Uh-huh. Il’d stop right there if | were you, tiger.” 
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“Tiger? Seriously? And thank God you’re not me. I’d miss 
that big 


brain of mine immensely,” he spat. 
“You're not doing yourself a favor by insulting me. I’m still 
thinking about what I’m going to do about you.” 


“Why do you have to think here, where it’s pouring rain? 
More 


importantly, why do / have to be here too?” 


He was working himself up into a state, complete with 
screechy 


voice and teary eyes. At least, that’s how | interpreted his 
eye rubbing. 


Of course, he could have been trying to wipe away rain. | 
doubted it, 


though. He knew this could cost him his job, and if | was 
sure about one 


thing, it was that he loved his work and absolutely adored 
the big cats. 


Yet he had climbed into Daria’s compound and cuddled her. 
A 


nursing snow leopard. | couldn't get over the stupidity of it 
all. 


“We're here because the rain will help cool us both down. | 
thought 


it would be the better choice,” | replied calmly. 


“Oh yeah? What other choice was there? Just thought I’d 
ask, since 


| wasn’t privy to any of the other choices.” 
“I was very much tempted to beat the shit out of you.” 


Noah tensed up and a shudder ran through him. Soothingly, 
| rubbed 


my hand over his sternum. He gulped in air before he 
answered, much 


more subdued, “Ah, cooling down in the rain sounds like a 
great option.” 


“Thought you'd see it my way.” 


When shivers began wracking Noah’s body harshly, 
accompanied 


by chattering teeth, | murmured, “Think you’re cooled down 
enough to 


talk to me reasonably?” 


“Geez, Myers, I’ve lost feeling in my fingers and toes; how 
cooled 


down do you want me to be?” 


| rolled my eyes at his attitude. Astonished that he didn’t 
run away from 


me as soon as | loosened my grip around him, | offered, 
“Call me Paul.” 


Noah turned to look at me, shielding his eyes from the rain 
with 


one hand. “Uh, okay. I’m Noah.” 


“Let’s go inside to talk like civilized people,” | said. | saw the 
fire 


in his eyes sparking and quickly warned, “Do not put your 
foot deeper in 


your mouth than it already is.” 


“You're such a spoilsport. Ever heard the saying ‘all work 
and no 


play makes Jack, er, Paul, a dull boy’?” 
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“Ever heard the saying ‘talk is silver but silence is golden’? 
It 


could help keep you out of trouble,” | replied while ushering 
him inside 


the cats’ house. 


Daria greeted us with flattened ears and a growl. The cubs 
Slept 


snuggled together behind an artificial stone. Noah scurried 
over to 


Daria’s compound, his sneakers leaving wet trails and 
making squeaky 


sounds on the tiles. 


Noah reached through the iron bars to scratch a hissing 
Daria under 


her chin. Vaguely aware of having a déja vu moment, | 
gaped at Noah 


and Daria. That damn fool! 


This time | didn’t keep quiet. Neither did | stay rooted to the 
spot. 


Instead | made a dash for the tranquilizer gun, loaded it, 
and ran back. 


Daria lay in front of Noah, both her forepaws stuck through 
the 


bars, kneading Noah’s abdomen with her paws. He shook 
wet hair off his 


face, an awed smile on his face. 
Just fucking unbelievable! 
“Get away from her,” | demanded. 


Slowly, | approached them, the gun clutched tightly in one 
hand. In 


the other one, | held a broomstick I’d snatched on my way 
over. It would 


at least help to poke her if she didn’t want to release Noah. 


Noah’s eyes went wide in alarm. Placatingly, he raised one 
hand 


and whispered, “Whoa, there! Don’t you think that’s a bit 
much of a 


caveman attitude? Put those things away. Daria might feel 
offended by 


them.” 


| blinked and then shook my head. | seemed to have 
developed a 


hearing problem in the last hour. A severe one. Not to forget 
to mention 


the sight problem. | tilted my head slightly sideways to get a 
better view. 


Nope, still the same image in front of me. 


Daria had both forepaws slung around Noah’s trim waist 
now. Her 


eyes were closed in bliss as Noah kept kneading the very 
sensitive flesh 


behind her ears. Of course, his arms were looped through 
the bars up to 


his elbows. 


My hands sweated profusely, and a vein at my left temple 
started 


throbbing. If Daria didn’t kill him, then | would. With great 
pleasure. 


Later, after | had made sure he was Safe. 


“Noah, get your hands out of there and step away from the 
bars,” | 


whispered back, surprised to hear my voice sounding 
steady. 
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“Why? She needs a bit of affection right now. | Know what 
I’m 


doing. Seriously, Paul, she won’t harm me. / was the one 
who reared her 


by hand.” 
“What?” 


Daria opened her eyes. | prayed for her not to feel 
threatened right 


now. A bit much to ask when she was confronted by me 
holding a 


broomstick and a gun in my hands. A low, rumbling growl 
ascended in 


her chest. Noah tapped a finger lightly on her nose, which 
shut her up 


effectively. 


“No growling right now, okay?” Noah said, keeping his tone 
light. 


When she started rumbling anew, Noah’s expression turned 
as 


stern as I’d ever seen. His voice sounded different as well, 
firm and 


authoritative. 
“I said no growling. So stop it, now.” 


She gazed at him for a very long moment—at least for me, 
because 


| held my breath—then mewled almost pitifully. Her tongue 
darted out to 


lick Noah’s hands, and slowly she withdrew her paws from 
his waist. 


Noah ruffled a hand through her thick fur a few times before 
she 


graciously walked away and over to Gia and Raj, where she 
curled 


around them. 
“You can start breathing again, you know,” Noah said to me 
nonchalantly, a big grin plastered on his face. 


Briefly, | struggled with my utmost inner wish to lay my 
hands on 


him. Not in a sexy way, mind you. Some of it must have 
shown in my 


eyes, because Noah suddenly looked ready to bolt. 


| shifted the gun into the hand that already held the broom 
and 


snatched Noah’s wrist. Unceremoniously, | dragged him 
behind me, 


even though he dug his heels in. 


“Hey, slow down, Paul. | can walk on my own; you don’t 
have to 


drag me. Do you always take everything so literally? Just 
because | said 


you're a caveman doesn’t mean you have to drag me into 
your cave. 


Paul? Paul! Do you even listen to me?” 
Carefully, | stored the gun at its usual place before pulling a 


violently shivering Noah behind me. Inside the keeper’s 
room—a small 


space with a single bed, a table, a few chairs, and a small 
bathroom 


attached to it—I slammed the door shut and threw the 
broomstick in a 


corner, where it made a satisfyingly loud clatter. 
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| turned us both around so we faced each other. My hands 
gripped 


Noah’s shoulders tightly, and | couldn’t help but roar, “You 
stupid, 


ignorant little fool! Daria is a snow leopard! Not a plush toy! 
You're 


breaching every safety protocol we have! We have these for 
a reason! So 


we keepers stay alive, preferably with all our limbs 
attached. You don’t 


even show a hint of remorse. You could have gotten yourself 
killed! 


Christ, you’re unsuitable for this job!” 


Noah’s lower lip quivered, but he held his ground. Stamping 
his 


foot, he shouted in my face, “I am very suitable for this job! 
| told you | 


reared her by hand. She wouldn’t harm me!” 


“Did you just stamp your foot?” | asked incredulously. 


A fine blush crept into his face. Defiantly, he countered, 
“What if | 


did?” 
“How old are you again?” 
“Twenty-seven.” 


“Twenty-seven. Aha. So you should know even if you reared 
Daria 


by hand, she’s still a wild animal? She could attack you if 
she feels 


threatened, which is more likely now that she’s got the cubs 
to take care 


of,” | said, with effort dialing my voice down to a softer, 
more 


sympathetic tone. 


Noah responded with a tired sigh. He surprised me further 
by 


leaning forward until his forehead rested against my chest. 
Awkwardly, | 


cupped a hand around his neck and gave it a light squeeze. 


Yeah, Daria could have killed him with a sudden swipe of her 
paw. 


So could I. 


Not with a swipe of my paw, but with firm pressure from my 
hand. 


| could easily cut off his air. The end result would be the 
same. 


Never in a million years would I do such a thing, of course, 
no 


matter how mad | was at him. Realizing my own strength 
reminded me 


that he trusted meas much as he had trusted Daria earlier. 
An 


exhilarating thought indeed. 


So exhilarating, in fact, that my cock responded most 
eagerly. It 


filled rapidly, bulging out my crotch, which at the moment 
rested against 


Noah’s abdomen. Not an uncomfortable feeling, far from it, 
but | didn’t 


need to give him any kind of ammunition to snarl again. 


Regretfully, | gently pushed him off me. Noah looked at me 
with a 


dazed expression on his face, his lips parted and beckoning 
me to kiss 
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them. | cleared my throat and shifted my weight slightly, 
hoping to ease 


some of the pressure in my crotch. 
“I know all that. | really do, Paul.” 


Noah sounded so incredibly defeated. Hardening my 
resolve, | 


withstood the temptation of pulling him into my arms. My 
cock 


disagreed with my resolve and stiffened even more. Since 
Noah 


pointedly stared at his feet, | risked a glance at my crotch. 
The outline of 


my fully erect cock stood out visibly in my wet clothes. 


Averting my eyes, | found Noah still inspecting his sneakers, 
or 


maybe the puddles of water we’d both created on the floor. 
Hoarsely, | 


said, “It doesn’t change the fact that you acted totally 
irresponsibly.” 


Noah’s head whipped up. His cheeks colored deeply. 
Nervously, he 


licked his lips several times before he spoke. “This will 
probably not 


make much sense to you, but | chose to rear Daria by hand 
deliberately.” 


| frowned and let go of him. He hugged his upper body with 
his arms 


and bounced up and down in front of me. He never let his 
gaze linger 


anywhere for long; it flickered around as if searching for 
something. 


“Go on. I’m at least willing to listen.” 


“Even when I was a kid, | was fascinated by the big cats, 
and 


especially by stories of keepers who reared cubs by hand. 
When | was 


sixteen, | Saw a magazine article about you rearing a tiger 
cub by hand. 


That was actually the point when I decided to become a 
keeper.” He shot 


me a small, somewhat embarrassed smile. “Well, I’m not as 
well-versed 


as you in rearing cubs by hand, but | did it already once 
before Daria. | 


reared a black jaguar, Cleo, before her.” 


Noah stopped bouncing. Instead, he became 
uncharacteristically 


quiet. When he didn’t continue, | asked, “So? What has this 
got to do 


with anything?” 


Noah swallowed before directing his eyes at me. | could get 
lost 


into those stunningly beautiful eyes. My cock hardened 
further and, as 


unobtrusively as possible, | slid my hands down to my 
crotch to cover 


the bulge. 


“The hand-rearing went well, though Cleo was way, way 
more 


aggressive than Daria could ever be. Even as a cub, you had 
to be careful 


around him. He was unpredictable.” 


“Jaguars are well-known to be much more aggressive than 
Snow 


leopards,” | threw in. 
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Noah nodded. “I was young, only twenty-one, and... and | 
thought 


Cleo and | had... had a certain bond. You know, | thought 
he’d never 


attack me because | reared him, but....” 


Jerkily, Noah pulled his wet and clinging shirt over his head 
to 


reveal a finely toned chest and a flat stomach. All of which 
were covered 


in scars. 


Huge scars, small scars, some still looking as if they needed 


treatment, some seemingly healed as best as possible. | did 
my best not 


to gape at him as my eyes raked all over his battered body. 


Withering under my scrutinizing stare, Noah said in a small 
voice, 


“Cleo did not have the same mushy feelings | did.” 
“Christ!” | blurted. 
Without consciously registering what | was doing, | stepped 


forward and traced the scars with my fingertips. Noah 
sucked in a deep 


breath and held himself utterly still during my inspection. | 
rounded him, 


only to find more scars on his back. Silently, he held out his 
arms to me, 


showing me more scars there. Defensive wounds echoed 
through my 


mind. He had tried to fight off a jaguar. A jaguar. 
“How did you survive?” | asked thickly. 


“Sheer luck. Cleo was still a bit sluggish from drugs, and the 
others 


somehow got me out of his compound. | don’t remember so 
much, 


except there was a lot of my blood everywhere.” 


“| read about the attack but | didn’t realize it was you. It’s a 
miracle 


you're still alive. If | remember correctly, he tried dragging 
you up a tree 


but the vet injected another tranquilizer, which finally 
worked. You’re 


damn lucky the jaguar didn’t go for your head or neck.” 


“Maybe he did hold some sentiments for me, who knows.” 
Noah 


tried to lighten the mood. Awkwardly, he shrugged his 
shoulders and 


added, “Like | said, | don’t remember that much.” 


He didn’t remember or he didn’t want to. | kept the thought 
to 


myself. He must have been traumatized by the attack. | 
wondered how he 


could even keep working with big cats. 


Scowling at him, | said, “I still don’t understand. You should 
be 


well aware of the danger, especially after such an 
experience. How can 


you trust Daria? You were with her, completely alone. She 
could have 


torn you into little bits!” 


“That’s most unlikely, and you know it. She’s a snow 
leopard. 


She’d rather run away and hide if she feels threatened. 
She’s different. 
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She’s always been different, right from her birth. She’s 
always been 


cuddly and affectionate. She would never harm me. Believe 
me that | 


wouldn’t do that with any other cat.” Noah’s voice grew 
more and more 


passionate. 


| sympathized. | knew how hard it could be to really let go of 
a cub 


you invested a lot of your time and life into. | briefly closed 
my eyes as | 


heard him begging, “Please don’t tell anyone?” 


| opened my mouth, intent on responding | had no choice. 
The 


words died on my tongue. He directed his wetly shining eyes 
at me, the 


moisture accentuating their green color. | was such a sucker 
for them. 


“God damn it, Noah! | can’t do that!” 

“Please, Paul.” 

“No.” 

“Why not?” His voice got that certain screechy tinge again, 
showing how upset he was. 


“Because you’re going to do this again. | don’t want to come 
into 


work to find you mauled in Daria’s compound.” 


Gooseflesh arose on Noah’s body. My fingers itched to touch 
him, 


warm him up, rub the chilly sensation out of his skin with 
firm strokes. 


“How about a compromise?” 
“There is no compromise possible,” | replied stonily. 


Keeping a stony expression became increasingly difficult. 
His eyes 


were going to be the death of me, and he’d already taken at 
least ten 


years off my life. No way would I give another inch. 


At least not today. | was already thirty-eight. If he took ten 
years off 


my life expectancy twice today, | might as well forget about 
my future. 


“How about I only go in with her when you’re around, 
keeping the 


trang gun ready?” he asked hopefully. 


“Noah! Even if | shoot her, she could still kill you before the 
effect 


of the tranquilizer sets in. No, that’s the end of this 
conversation.” 


“But... but her teats are swollen. | have to apply the lotion 


tomorrow morning. Otherwise she might stop feeding Gia 
and Raj.” 


“Noaaaaaah,” | sighed exasperatedly. 


Noah bridged the distance between us, grabbed a fistful of 
my shirt 


right above my navel, and pleaded. “I... I'll make sure the 
cubs stay in 


the other compartment so she won’t want to stay with me 
for long. 


Pleeeeeease, Paul.” 
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It was probably because of Noah’s hand so close to my 
straining 


erection that | surprised myself by answering gruffly, “All 
right. Okay, | 


won't tell on you, and we'll do it your way. Now let go so | 
can take a 


shower.” 


Could | claim a case of temporary insanity due to too much 
body 


contact with Noah Collins? 
“Really? Thank you, Paul!” 


Noah pounced on me. Literally . He jumped and threw his 
arms 


around my neck. | slid my arms around his slim waist, then 
put one hand 


under his ass to keep him steady. 


| needed to set him down, right now, but none of my 
muscles 


reacted according to my signals. | put my nose into the 
crook of his neck, 


inhaling his unique scent for the first time. Riveting. 
Noah broke the enraptured haze | was in by saying, “Are you 
scenting me?” 


| brought my hands up under his armpits and effortlessly 
peeled 


him away from me. As I held him in front of me, Noah’s eyes 
grew 


wide. Geez, | needed that shower. Now. 


| put him on his feet and winked at him. “Comes with the 
caveman 


heritage.” 


| felt his dumbfounded gaze fixated on me as | walked into 
the 


Small bathroom. After closing the door, | thumped the back 
of my head 


against it. Either | had to come to terms with my crush on 
Noah, or | 


needed to move to another zoo. | had years of experience, 
so it shouldn’t 


be too difficult to find another job. It was just... | liked it here 
in 


Philadelphia. 


| pushed myself off the door and started to peel myself out 
of my 


wet clothes, sighing all the while. My still erect cock sprang 
free when | 


finally fumbled the buttons open. | ignored it until | had 
gotten rid of the 


rest of my clothes. 


After stepping into the small shower stall, | opened the taps 
and 


waited for the temperature to be comfortable. Closing my 
hand around 


my cock, | gave it a few lazy strokes. 


| must have been quite absorbed with imagining Noah’s 
mouth 


around my cock because | started violently when the shower 
curtain was 


pulled aside. | didn’t turn around completely, merely peered 
over my 


shoulder, my body tense. “What the hell?” 
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Noah stood there, looking flushed and unsure but also 
determined, 


if that made any sense. Not only did he stand there, but he 
was also 


naked and very aroused. 


“I... hope I’m not making a fool out of myself. Or not more 
than 


you already think | am, and | also hope | didn’t misinterpret 
your signals, 


and if | did I’m sincerely sorry, but... uh, I, um, have a major 
crush on 


you and... do you need help with that?” He pointed in the 
direction of 


my crotch. 


| didn’t trust my vocal cords so | simply nodded. Was this for 
real? 


Slowly, | turned around, showing him his prize. Noah licked 
his 


lips and carefully stepped into the shower stall. Mesmerized, 
| watched 


him reach out for my cock. His cold hands were a shock on 
my sensitive 


flesh. | gasped and shivered. 
“Sorry,” he murmured. 
Noah closed his hands around my length, then set up a slow 


rhythm. Sometimes he teased my slit with his thumb, 
rubbing the first 


beads of precome around the head of my cock. | groaned in 
pleasure. 


“You like that?” he asked huskily. 
“I like you.” 


Startled, he gazed at me from under his long, dark 
eyelashes. His eyes 


lit up and a dazzling smile appeared on his face. Graciously, 
he slid onto 


his knees in front of me and purred, “You'll like me even 
more soon.” 


Boy, was he ever right! 


After a few tentative licks around the head of my cock, Noah 
took 


me into his warm mouth. | groaned deep in my throat and 
planted my 


hands against the wall. | still had trouble believing this was 
really 


happening. 


| forgot all about my disbelief when Noah held my cock in 
one 


hand and slowly rubbed his thumb up and down the 
underside. His other 


hand fondled my balls, causing them to tighten 
unexpectedly quickly. | 


moaned loudly. 


Somewhat short of breath, | managed to say, “Dear Lord, 
Noah, 


you're killing me.” 


Noah’s chuckle vibrated through my cock, forcing more 
drops of 


precome from it. He sped up his hand movements and 
sucked me in earnest. 


| tried to keep it together, | really did, but finally having 
Noah where I'd 


wanted him since the first time | laid eyes on him was just 
too much. 
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| snapped my hips and pushed my cock deeper into Noah’s 
mouth, 


barely registering the choked sound he made. Vaguely, | 
noticed him 


gripping the base of my cock with both hands to prevent me 
from 


choking him again. He took me in as deep as he was 
comfortable with, 


and | slid into him at a frenzied pace. 


The suddenness of my climax surprised both of us. Sizzling 
heat 


shot up my spine and my cock jerked. | grunted and panted 
as | shot long 


spurts of seed into Noah’s mouth. He swallowed at first but 
swiftly let 


me slip out of his mouth, coughing a bit. Gasping for breath, 
| saw my 


last spurt splashing onto his right cheek. 


Noah looked up at me with a hard-to-interpret expression on 
his 


face. | wondered if | should be embarrassed about my lack 
of stamina. 


Deciding | was too blissed out for that, | tried to catch my 
breath. 


“Wow, that was, uh, fast,” Noah proclaimed after a while. 
| gazed down at him to find him biting his lower lip. His eyes 


twinkled with mischief, forcing me to grumble, “Don’t you 
dare go in 


depth with that topic.” 


Noah blinked at me sweetly. He probably aimed for an 
innocent 


look but only managed cheeky. “Why not?” 
“Do you want me to help you out?” 
“Yas,” 


“Up you go then.” | smiled as Noah almost jumped up. 
“Easy, tiger.” 


“Don’t call me tiger. That’s not doing a thing for me,” he 
complained. 
| slid my hands from his shoulders down his lean torso to his 


buttocks, where | kneaded the firm flesh. Noah moaned and 
stepped 


closer to me. | closed the remaining inches by pulling him 
flush against 


my body. Noah shuddered and moaned again while he 
locked his arms 


around my waist. 


| widened my stance a bit so | could reach him more easily 
and 


pressed kisses onto his head. Noah latched his mouth to one 
of my 


nipples. | sucked in a breath when he licked the nub into 
erectness. Even 


my cock twitched in response. 


A groping hand closed around my cock while Noah moved 
from 


my left nipple to the right, giving it the same treatment. In 
between, 


Noah murmured, “I Know you’re an old man and so on, but... 
do you 


think you could get it up again?” 
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| pinched his left buttock, eliciting a satisfying yelp with that 
action. “I should have put you over my knee.” 

“Nah, you did the right thing. What about it?” 


| roamed with my hands over his back, mapping out his 
contours. 


Eventually | ended my exploration at his ass. Carefully, | 
dipped a finger 


into the crease of his ass cheeks and further on into his tight 
hole. “That 


what you want?” 
His hole clenched around me. “Yes. God, yes. Please?” 


| lifted him up, instructed him to wrap his legs tightly around 
my 


waist, and pressed my finger deeper into his hole. He 
gasped and 


wiggled, his stiff cock rubbing along my abdomen, smearing 
precome all 


over it. | added another finger. 


Noah bucked and moaned. The wetness made it difficult to 
keep a 


secure hold on his writhing body, so | eased us both down 
onto the floor. 


| knelt there with Noah sitting in my lap, his legs still tightly 
crossed 


behind my back while the warm water splashed onto us. The 
heat of the 


water created a heavy mist, adding to my feeling of 
unreality. It also 


heightened my senses, making everything feel more 
exquisite. 


| nudged Noah’s cheek with my nose. He turned his face, a 
hungry 


gaze in his eyes as we met for a kiss. Our first real kiss, lips 
On lips. 


| slid my tongue into his mouth, exploring what was offered 
to me. 


| timed the thrusts of my tongue to those of my fingers in 
Noah’s ass. In 


no time, he was bucking his hips and digging his fingers 
deep into my 


shoulder, probably leaving marks there. 


Noah tore his mouth free and gasped shakily. “More. Paul, 
please, 


more.” 
| knew I couldn’t get it up again, and | wasn’t willing to go 


bareback either. No matter how turned on I was, | still was 
not acting 


like a complete moron. Soothingly, | told him, “You'll get 
what you 


need. Don’t worry.” 


| pushed my fingers deeper into Noah’s channel, feeling for 
the 


round bulb of tissue there. When | found it, | gently rubbed it 
with my 


finger pads again and again. Noah threw his head back, his 
mouth open 


in a silent cry. 


| grinned before latching onto his exposed throat. Sucking 
and 


nibbling there, | kept up the rubbing motion in irregular 
intervals. Each 


time | stroked his gland, Noah jerked in my arms, gasping 
and whimpering. 
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After a short while of listening to Noah’s increasingly louder 


whimpers, | massaged his gland steadily. | stimulated him 
further by 


sometimes fondling his balls, then stroking along his 
perineum before 


teasing his opening. 


Every time | pressed the fingers of my other hand against 
his hole, 


Noah shuddered and clung even more tightly to me. 


“Like that? Like the thought of being filled completely? Like 
to be 


stretched open so wide you don’t know if you’re dying from 
pain or 


pleasure?” 


Desire widened Noah’s pupils, and he quickly nipped at my 
jaw. | 


reciprocated in kind but kept my fingers safely away from 
his gland. He 


writhed, rotated his hips, did anything he could to urge me 
on before he 


eventually caved and begged. “Yes! | like that. | want that. 
Open me up. 


I’m all yours.” 
We shuddered simultaneously. 


| rubbed Noah’s gland while at the same time carefully 
guiding two 


fingers of my other hand into his tight little hole. It soasmed 
and his 


whole body jerked violently before he cried out. | felt his 
climax 


erupting between our bellies, his semen coating both our 
Skins while his 


hole fluttered and twitched around my fingers. 


| held Noah tightly as he rode out his climax. Gently, | 
removed the 


fingers of one hand, which elicited a pained hiss. Slowly, | 
withdrew my 


other hand as well. This time Noah sighed. | rested both my 
hands on his 


buttocks, registering how perfectly they fit into my palms. 


“Are you okay?” | asked. 

“What? Yeah, | am.” 

“Tired?” 

“If | say yes, will you carry me over to the bed?” 


| ruffled his hair, smoothed his bangs away from his 
forehead, and 


tipped his head backward so | could kiss him. “The caveman 
attitude 


isn’t that bad, huh?” 
He grinned at me. “No, sometimes it’s rather convenient.” 


Slowly | hauled us both onto our feet and lathered first him, 
then 


me, before quickly rinsing the soap from our bodies. Noah 
let everything 


happen to him placidly. He went where | guided him, all the 
while 


keeping his eyes closed. The trust he had in me was 
Startling. It also 


uncoiled something | didn’t want to name deep within me. 
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“The water is getting cold.” 


“We're lucky it stayed warm as long as it did,” | countered 
while 


closing the taps. 
“Or it means we both got off really quick.” 
“Didn’t you want me to carry you?” 


“Oops!” Noah grinned. He slid his hands up to my face, 
pulled it 


down, and kissed me firmly. He batted his eyelashes at me 
coyly and 


asked, still grinning, “Do | still have a chance of that 
happening?” 


Tapping his ass warningly, | turned him around, and ushered 
him 


out of the shower stall. | handed him a towel, ignoring the 
disappointed 


look on his face while | dried myself briskly. When Noah was 
finished, 


he threw his towel on the floor, causing me to roll my eyes. 
“Slob,” | told him. 


Noah shrugged before he lifted up his arms tentatively. 
Inquiringly, 


he looked at me. “Carry me?” 


“Not only a slob, but also a slacker.” | smiled at him and he 
took a 


step toward me, still with his arms outstretched. | said, “All 
right, all 


right, come here.” 


| lifted him up, amazed at how well we fit together. Noah 
slung his 


arms around my neck and rested his head on my shoulder. | 
leaned my cheek 


against his, feeling still-smooth skin with only the slightest 
hint of stubble. 


| almost didn’t hear him when he whispered, “I can’t believe 
this is 


real. This is like a dream I’ve had forever coming true. You’re 
like my 


teenage crush.” 
“Good thing you’re not a teenager anymore.” 


| stopped in front of the single bed. It was a small one, 
absolutely 


not suitable for two grown men to sleep in. Reluctantly, | sat 
down on 


the edge of the bed. Noah raised his head from its resting 
place and 


frowned upon seeing my disappointed expression. 


“What... oh crap! Don’t tell me I ruined it! |... | didn’t mean 
to 


embarrass you or anything. How about we forget | said 
that?” 


| smiled at Noah’s rambling. “You ruined nothing, tiger. I’ve 
had 


the fleeting thought of spending the night here with you, but 
neither of us 


will get any sleep if we squeeze us into this bed here.” 
“You'd stay here otherwise? Seriously?” 
“That’s what | said, isn’t it?” 


A determined look settled on Noah’s face. “We'll work 
something out.” 
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“We will?” 


Noah nodded fiercely before urging me to lie down on my 
back. He 


climbed atop me, cupped my face in his hands, and kissed 
me soundly. 


He scooted downwards a tad so his head rested on my 
chest, then 


covered us both with a blanket. 

“That’s not going to work,” | said. 

“Shh. It totally is.” 

“No, it’s not. Neither of us will get any sleep.” 


“I’m sure we can find something to occupy us,” Noah replied 


Sleepily. “You want to go on a date or something tomorrow?” 
“Reverse order?” | chuckled. 


| felt Noah smiling against my abdomen. “That okay with 
you?” 


“Sure. Want to come to my place afterward?” 
“Absolutely.” 


“Good. Now that the important bit is settled, let me just tell 
you 


that l'Il kick your ass if you ever go into Daria’s compound 
without me 


being close by with a loaded weapon in one hand,” | 
growled. 


“|I love when your voice is all growly.” 
“Noah. ” 


Noah directed sleepy but still lucid eyes at me. Softly, he 
said, “l 


don’t like it, but | guess | have no other choice, huh?” 
“You're right about that.” 

“Oh well, I’m making a good trade, | think.” 

Confused, | peered down at him. “What are you trading?” 


“I’m trading cuddling with a snow leopard for cuddling with 
a 


caveman. Sounds like a real good deal to me.” Noah 
chuckled. 


“Sheesh,” | said, “go to sleep.” 
“I can do that,” he answered. 


Indeed, Noah fell asleep a few minutes later. | stayed awake 
longer, 


savoring the feeling of his scarred skin on mine, wondering 
what the 


future would hold for us. 
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Avery Vanderlyle 

HIS pencil was missing. 


Steve stared at his neatly arranged desk. He opened the 
drawer, 


then slammed it after a cursory glance. He’d left the pencil 
on the left 


side of his desk like he always did. 


Eric had given him the silver-plated mechanical pencil with 
the 


crab on top after he’d gotten his PhD. Writing his 
dissertation on crab 


diseases and how they could impact crab aquaculture in 
California had 


been a long and grueling process. He’d been grumpy and 
Snappish and 


remote for weeks at a time, but Eric had put up with it all. 


When he’d finally graduated, Eric had presented him with 
the pencil, 


a cheeky grin, and a weekend at a friend’s beach house. 
That weekend still 


filled Steve’s fantasies, from the dinner on the patio to the 
making out in 


the hot tub to the blow jobs on the beach under the full 
moon. 


He thought they’d gotten through the rough spots then. But 
jobs for 


marine biologists were few and far between, and the only 
post-doc he’d 


found was in Maryland, where blue crab ( Callinectes 
sapidus) 


aquaculture was a small but growing industry. Eric refused 
to leave his 


native California. They tried it long-distance and went 
through several 


temporary break-ups and reconciliations, but it was clear 
that it wasn’t 


working. After six months, it was over. They promised to 
always be in 


each other’s lives, to remain friends, but it was easier when 
Steve only 


made it to the West Coast for holidays. 
The job at the University of Maryland included advising 


commercial crab farms, overseeing the university’s grow- 
and-release 


program, and administrating a large part of the Marine 
Resources 


Aquaculture program. With that varied experience, after 
three years he’d 


landed this coveted job at the Salem North Aquarium in 
Massachusetts, 
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as assistant curator in charge of the Atlantic tank exhibits. It 
was the job 


he’d wanted since he was seven and he’d first seen an 
aquarist feeding 


the sharks. 


He still missed Eric terribly. Using the pencil every day kept 
him 


grounded, and reminded him that people believed in him. 


Although technically he and the aquarium’s other assistant 
curator 


Shared this office, it had a door opening onto the staff 
corridor and 


another into the first of a series of research labs, so it was a 
popular 


Shortcut. Greg was on vacation this week, and Steve 
welcomed the 


company of people passing through. But this wasn’t the first 
time the 


pencil hadn’t been where he’d left it. If someone was using 
it without his 


permission, they’d get a mark on their record. If it got lost.... 


“Steve, hey!” Dr. Marie Vasquez interrupted his musings. 
“This is 


yours, right?” She slapped the pencil on his desk. “It was on 
the floor 


just inside Lab 1.” 


“Yes. Thanks, Marie.” He picked it up, comforted by its 
smooth 


lines. He’d only been at this job a month, and he still had 
the new-job 


jitters. “It’s got sentimental value.” 


“Glad it turned up. Maybe one of the interns borrowed it.” 
Her 


phone beeped, and she shot him a quick smile. “Feeding 
time. I’d lock it 


in a drawer just to be safe.” 


“Thanks. Have fun.” She waved as she trotted down the hall 
to join 


the handlers holding buckets of fish to feed the seals. 


Steve tucked the pencil in his pocket and went to review the 
tanks. 


While aquarium staff monitored pH, cleanliness, 
temperature, and other 


conditions, it was Steve’s job to review it all and understand 
both the 


details and the overall health of the exhibit tanks. He was 
still learning 


the fish, and he could only do that by looking at them 
himself. A shade 


off in coloring or slightly more aggressive behavior could be 
a sign of 


illness. 


“Good morning, Steve,” Dr. Jan Waechter called and smiled 
as he 


looked up from a tank nearly as high as his shoulders. Jan 
had come to the 


US from Munich to study octopus intelligence, first at Woods 
Hole and 


then at the aquarium. His publications were giving the 
aquarium more 


publicity and raising attendance. Jan had always been 
friendly to Steve, but 


Steve generally avoided the corner of the lab where Jan kept 
the one Pacific 


octopus and several of the smaller California two-spotted 
octopuses. 


Octopuses creeped Steve out. Plus, they ate crabs, and if 
Steve had 
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to pick a favorite, he’d side with the plucky, hard-shelled 
Metacarcinus 


magister every time over the sneaky, camouflaged 
Enteroctopus dofleini. 


He gave Jan a friendly wave back and kept on his rounds. 
The 


summer flounder had laid some eggs, and he arranged for 
them to be 


transferred to an incubation tank. Then he got into a long 
conversation 


with one of the technicians about a new brand of vitamins 
they were 


adding to some fishes’ food. 


Over lunch, one of the exhibit designers wanted his input on 
an 


exhibit about eels. Giant eels were featured in an upcoming 
movie, and 


they could capitalize on it, bring in visitors, and clear up 
some 


misconceptions about eel behavior. 


This was his dream job, and he wouldn’t have gotten it if he 
hadn’t 


moved east. 


THAT afternoon was the weekly staff meeting. Steve took a 
Seat in the 


back of the conference room that reminded him 
unpleasantly of a lecture 


hall, fiddling with his pencil. So far his boss had presented 
all the 


reports, although it was only a matter of time before Steve 
would have to 


stand up before the group. He hated public speaking. 


Eric always teased him about it. Eric was an actor. He 
excelled at 


improv and never wasted a chance to stand in front of a 
group and 


entertain them. But somehow, picturing his colleagues 
naked didn’t 


make Steve feel any less awkward. 


“May | hide back here with you?” 


Steve started, thrown out of his memories. The pencil 
Slipped from 


his grasp and skittered across the floor. 


“Let me.” Jan smiled and bent to retrieve it. “Here.” He 
handed it 


to Steve with a flourish. “I’m sorry | startled you.” 


“It’s okay.” Steve gripped the smooth slide of the silver 
writing 


utensil in his fingers. “Just remembering an ex.” 


Jan nodded. “Science is a relentless master. | once had a 
boyfriend 


accuse me of loving the octopuses more than him.” 


“I—I’m sure you didn’t,” Steve stammered in reply. He 
hadn’t 


known Jan was gay. 
“Well, the octopuses are much quieter,” he said with a wink. 


“Yeah, the crabs are pretty quiet too.” Steve found himself 
smiling 
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back. 


It was nice to discover another gay man in his workplace. 
He'd 


always cut off his admiration of Jan’s tall, lithe build before it 
could 


become a thought. But now.... Eric had always teased him 
for being too 


polite, even in his own head. 


“You're a crab fan?” Jan indicated the pencil. “Don’t let 
Cleopatra 


see that. She won’t want to let it go.” 


Cleopatra was the Pacific octopus and current star pupil in 
the 


aquarium’s attempts to quantify octopus intelligence. 


“No.” Steve controlled his shudder. “I don’t really like 
octopuses.” 


Jan gave him a wide grin. His twinkling blue eyes were 
speckled 


with green and his eyelashes were a perfect golden brown, 
matching his 


short hair. His cheekbones were taut and his teeth were 
perfect. His lips 


were a dusky pink. 


“That’s because you've never been introduced properly.” 
Jan’s 


light accent put extra warmth into his words. That was 
Steve's 


explanation when he tore his gaze away after far too many 
seconds. 


“Maybe someday,” he mumbled. 


Jan shifted in the seat beside Steve. The lights dimmed and 
Dr. 


Cohen, the curator, strode in to take his place next to the 
projection of his 


latest round of facts and figures. 


Jan was called up at the end to speak briefly about a grant 
he’d 

gotten to study cephalopod intelligence using a series of 
progressively 


more difficult mazes. He spoke easily. He didn’t have Eric’s 
outgoing 


nature, but it was obvious he had a huge passion for his 
research subjects. 


Watching him, Steve couldn’t blame the old boyfriend for 
being jealous. 


He buried that thought and scrambled to leave the room as 
the 


meeting ended. He still had the end-of-the-day reports to 
review and 


notes to leave for the night crew that kept an eye on things 
and 


performed tasks unable to be done while the public was 
present. There 


was a dive happening, and he checked in with the dive 
leader, an old pro 


who could clean the tanks in his sleep, before heading 
home. Steve had 


joined in last week, but if he went on every maintenance 
dive, it would 


take away from other more important work. 


He left the pencil in the holder on his desk, half-obscured by 
a 


highlighter, and took the subway home. The best thing 
about his 


apartment was its proximity to the aquarium. It was small, 
and the 
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windows looked out on an alley, but he worked late so it 
didn’t really 


matter. He ate dinner in front of a rerun of Will and Grace 
and called 


Eric. He got voicemail. 


He’d been reading between the lines of his ex’s avoidance 
and 


Facebook posts for a few weeks now. Eric was seeing 
someone new. 


Steve should too. He should move on. It had been a great 


relationship that had brought him out of his shell and helped 
him 


blossom as a gay man. Just because it had ended didn’t 
mean he’d never 


find anyone ever again. 


He’d met Eric in the Rainbow Coral, a gay scuba diving club. 
His 


sister had found their website and sent it to him. Val had 
been right; 


doing something he loved was a much better way to meet 
people. The 


bar scene had always intimidated Steve, and online hookups 
left him 


feeling lonelier the next morning than he'd felt when he 
logged in. 


Steve fed his pet hermit crab, Kylie, gave him fresh water, 
and 


changed the sponge used to keep the humidity up. He 
added a new shell 


and some chunks of driftwood and watched Kylie dash 
about, eating and 


exploring his change in surroundings. 


He slept uneasily. Dreams of being sucked underwater by 
slimy 


tentacles woke him twice. He was still tired when the alarm 
roused him, 


and he barely made it to work on time. 
The crab pencil was lying in the middle of his desk. It wasn’t 


where he’d left it. It was time to quiz the third-shift 
technicians til he 


discovered who was borrowing it. 


NO ONE admitted to anything. One intern, freckled and 
twenty and 


awkwardly over-enthusiastic to be working in an aquarium, 
said he’d seen 


it on the floor and put it back on Steve’s desk, but he hadn't 
used it. Steve 


thanked him, patting him on the shoulder and reassuring 
him that he didn’t 


blame anyone. He just wanted to make sure it didn’t happen 
again. 


The boy blushed and nodded. Had Steve ever been so 
young? It 


seemed ages ago. 


“Mike!” a voice called from the other end of the lab. “Cleo’s 
out of 


her tank again. Can you help me herd her back?” 


“Coming, Yvonne!” He grinned at Steve. “The octopus—” 


“She gets out?” 


“When she gets bored. At least that’s my theory. | worry 
about her 
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outside the water.” 


“Octopuses are fine out of water for a little while,” Steve 
told him. 


“Go, help wrangle her.” 
Mike waved and trotted off. 


Steve sighed and opened his desk drawer. He put the pencil 
inside. 


A muffled crash startled him. 
“Oh shit!” 


“Yvonne!” Mike’s voice carried clearly. “If we have to call Dr. 
W. 


he’s going to be pissed.” 

“Cleo likes him. She'll go back into her tank for him.” 
“You'd go anywhere for him too,” Mike teased. 
Yvonne chortled. “He’s gay, you moron.” 


“Yeah, but if he wanted to experiment, you'd be all over 
him.” 


“Not gonna happen.” She added something Steve couldn’t 
make 


out. Then there was a thump and a muffled exclamation. 


The near door opened and Sam Martino, the night shift’s 
chief 


aquarist, entered. She gave Steve a brisk nod. 
He waved her toward the back. “The octopus.” 


She rolled her eyes. “She got out again? | swear Jan doesn’t 
geta 


better latch on purpose.” 


A shriek of laughter echoed from the direction of the 
octopus tank. 


“| better go check on them,” she said. “Good night.” 
“Night.” 


Steve locked the pencil in the drawer and went home. Kylie 
had 


dragged one piece of driftwood half on top of the other and 
was climbing 


up and down his makeshift tower. Steve watched his antics, 
amused. 


Hanging next to Kylie’s tank was the Rainbow Coral group 
photo 


taken right before he’d left for Maryland. Eric was fit and 
tan, dark hair 


flopping over his eyes dramatically, hamming it up for Gus, 
who always 


took the photos. Steve was tanner then too, his brown hair 
bleached 


closer to blond by the sun, and his grin was wide and goofy, 
the way it 


got when he was happy. 


He worked out more now, made a point of eating well and 
not drinking 


so much. He had his dream job. But he missed being happy 
that way. 


Steve fed Kylie some chunks of mango and went to bed. 
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UNLOCKING the drawer and retrieving the pencil just wasn’t 
the same. 


Especially at five thirty in the morning. A pump serving the 
gigantic 


Reef and Shark Exhibit had broken, and the backup pump 
hadn’t worked 


properly. He’d gotten paged and dashed to work. When he 
arrived, 


emergency pumps had been added, and the water was 
circulating 


properly, but Steve barely paused to grab the pencil before 
he rushed 


over to continue with the monitoring of the sensors. He lost 
track of time 


reviewing all the readings with the aquarists and the control 
room, finally 


satisfied that everything was back to normal. 


He was watching a mako shark, deadly and serene, when 
Jan 


stopped at his elbow with two cups of coffee. He held one 
out to Steve. 


“Just black, but I’ve got some sugar packets in my pocket.” 
Steve took it with a grateful smile. “It’s fine. Thank you.” 


Jan shrugged. “I’m sure you have things under control, but 
let me 


know if | can help.” 


“We'll be doing extra monitoring. If you can keep an eye on 
the 


octopus and squid reports, I’d appreciate it.” 


“Not a problem.” He grinned, and Steve noted again how 
nice his 


smile was. “Maybe we can get a proper cup of coffee some 
time?” 


Was he asking him out? Oh, God, he— 


“Um—” Steve’s palms were sweating, and his heart was 
choking 


him suddenly. “Yes, but—but—” 


Jan’s smile faltered. “I shouldn’t have asked in the middle of 
a 


crisis. I’m sorry.” He turned to go. 
“Jan, no. I’m sorry, I—” Steve wanted to slap himself. An 


exclamation from the other side of the room got him 
scrambling to help a 


technician remove a pregnant nurse shark from the tank. 


The shark was placed in a quarantine tank for observation. 
A 


handful of other fish were also ailing, and they also got 
special treatment. 


Then Steve had to dig through the specifications with José, 
the 


utilities manager, to figure out why the backup pump hadn’t 
done an 


adequate job. They located the misplaced records to 
discover it was 


overdue for a new filter and maintenance. They changed the 
filter and set 


up the maintenance appointment. Steve headed back to his 
desk to order 


the staff to check all the pumps manually and cross- 
reference it with 


their paperwork while the utilities department hooked up 
additional 


NEW TIDES | 91 
backup pumps. 


He saw Jan down the hall, consulting with a technician. He 
looked 


up and Steve managed a wave, which Jan returned briefly, 
then turned 


back to his work. Steve took deep breaths until the 
butterflies in his 


stomach were down to a mild flutter. He was so bad at this. 
Especially 


face to face. 


Why couldn’t Jan have messaged him on Facebook like most 
people? 


But he’d brought him coffee, and smiled, and he had brown 
hairs 


on the back of his hands and a nice ass beneath the lab coat 
and— 


Steve took a deep breath. Getting tied up in knots never 
helped. 


He’d send an e-mail and explain. He’d suggest the new fair 
trade coffee 


shop by the waterfront on a day they both had off. A week 
or so from 


now, so he could prepare himself. 


Maybe Jan had just meant it as a friendly get-together. 
Steve had 


made the opposite mistake with Eric, inviting another scuba 
diving 


friend along on what was supposed to be their first coffee 
date. Eric had 


made the most of it, swapping bad jokes with Aaron. Then, 
when Aaron 


had gone to the bathroom, he’d grabbed Steve's hand, 
winked at him, 


and said, “You have to grab a clue.” Before Steve could 
react, Eric 


kissed him. They’d laughed about that for years afterward. 


Steve typed out a short e-mail. “Hi Jan, sorry | got so 
flustered. 


Tough day. I’d love to have coffee with you sometime soon. 
Let me 


know what days you have off. —Steven.” 


He sent the message without overthinking it, dropped the 
crab 


pencil defiantly on the top of the desk, locked the drawer, 
and got out of 


there for the day. 


He had no food in the house except a frozen veggie burger, 
some 


corn chips, and three bottles of Sam Adams Boston Lager. It 
was better 


than nothing. 
After eating and sipping his second beer, he booted up his 


computer. His stomach was a pit. Jan would forgive him. And 
if he 


wouldn’t, he wasn’t worth his time, right? No message from 
Jan, and he 


wasn’t sure the lightness in his head was disappointment or 
relief. 


But Eric had e-mailed. He clicked on the message as a 
different 


type of discomfort tightened his throat. 

Steve, 

You're the smartest man I know, so I bet you 
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already figured out that I’m involved with someone. Do 
you remember Luis from the beach volleyball league? | 
ran into him about six weeks ago and we decided to get 


to know each other better. 


I’ve been keeping this on the down low because | 
know you were anxious about your new job, but it’s not 
fair to Luis. 

You’ve been there a month. | hope you're settling 

in all right. So this weekend, Luis and I are changing 
our Facebook statuses to be in a relationship. Fair 
warning so you can avoid my page for a few days. :-) 
| hope the new job’s going great! l'Il give you a 

call in a couple of weeks, get more info. 

Stay cool and don’t forget to breathe! 

—Eric 


Steve read the message three times, then stabbed at the 
key to shut 


down his computer. It was time. It had been almost three 
years. He 


wanted Eric to be happy, of course he did. 


He’d gotten asked out for coffee himself just that very day. 
Of 


course he’d fucked it up, but that was his M.O. 


Steve cut short the negative train of thought, drained the 
rest of his 


beer, sprinkled some food into Kylie’s tank, and went to bed. 
The beer 


did the trick. He slept well and didn’t remember his dreams. 
The next 


morning, he kept his computer off and went to work. 


HIS pencil was missing. He stared at the empty spot on his 
desk where 


he was sure he’d left it. He looked underneath the desk and 
behind the 


monstrous green filing cabinets he’d inherited from his 
predecessor. He 


opened the desk drawer and looked inside, in case he really 
had lost his 


memory along with his composure yesterday. 
Gone. 

He stared blankly at the desk. 

After yesterday.... 

“Steve!” 


He turned to see Jan, soaking wet and laughing, coming 
toward him. 


“The crab pencil is yours, yes?” He barely waited for Steve’s 
nod 
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before continuing. “Cleopatra’s got it, and she won't let go 
of it.” He 


indicated his wet clothes with another chuckle. “She let me 
know very 


clearly she didn’t want to give it up. She’s never sprayed me 
before.” He 


waved. “Come see.” 


The soaked lab coat clung to Jan’s chest and long, strong 
legs. He 


was smiling that irresistible smile. Steve knew he’d have to 
meet the 


octopus if he ever wanted to get closer to Jan. He couldn’t 
be like that 


old boyfriend. 
Steve rose, striding with Jan back toward his lab. 


“I knew she’d been getting out,” Jan added. “But | didn’t 
realize 


she'd gotten that far.” 


“My pencil’s been turning up in weird places a few times 
over the 


past two weeks. Cleo’s been making lots of field trips.” 


“This suggests all kinds of experiments. Did she pick it up 
because 


it’s shiny, or does she actually recognize the crab shape?” 
He shrugged. 


“She’s not trying to eat it.” 
“That’s a relief.” 
“I’m sorry. It has sentimental value for you, am | right?” He 


stopped at the huge seventy-inch-high tank. There were 
rocks anda 


small outcropping of bright red-and-brown coral, but no 
visible fish or 


animals. “Prepare yourself. Men lose their hearts to 
Cleopatra.” 


Jan put his right hand into the water. Immediately, the 
octopus 


came flowing up from beneath the rocks, tentacles dancing 
and roiling. 


Her skin had been the mottled brown of the rocks, but as 
Steven watched 


it grew smoother and paler. 


A glint drew his eyes. There was his pencil, clutched firmly 
by one 


of Cleopatra’s eight tentacles. Another wrapped around 
Jan’s arm, 


coiling and uncoiling for all the world as if she was stroking 
him. 


“Okay, time for introductions,” Jan said. “She knows you’re 
new, 


and she'll want to touch you. Octopuses taste and smell 
with their 


suckers, but she won’t want to eat you. She’s curious. 
Imagine a puppy 


wanting to lick your face and sniff your crotch.” 
He grabbed Steve’s hand. “Ready?” 


Steve nodded, too flushed with the warmth of Jan’s hand 
and 


proximity to speak. Jan plunged their joined hands into the 
water. The 


cold shocked Steve, but Jan shot him a grin and he felt 
warm again. 


Then he felt her. Smooth and just a bit rubbery and not at all 
Slimy. 
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Her suckers pulsed against his skin like tiny caresses. 
Cleopatra had 


wrapped a tentacle around both their arms. Jan’s fingers 
flexed in his, but 


the octopus wouldn’t let them go. 


“Cleopatra, this is Steve.” Jan spoke to the creature fondly. 
One of 


her round, human-like eyes was focused on him, while the 
other stared at 


Steve. “Steve’s the handsome man | was telling you about.” 


Cleopatra’s arm continued to touch and explore his skin, but 
Steve 


was more focused on Jan’s words. 
“I—thank you,” he stammered. Jan grinned at him again, but 
addressed Cleopatra. 


“That shiny bauble you captured belongs to Steve. While I’m 
sure 


you consider it your proper tribute, it means a great deal to 
him.” 


“My ex gave it to me,” Steve blurted. “He’s seeing someone 
else now.” 


Cleopatra’s head floated to the top of the tank, and she 
snaked 


another arm out to gently touch Steve’s chest. 


“That’s always a hard thing,” Jan said. He gave Steven’s 
hand 


another squeeze. “| wonder if Cleopatra can tell you’re 
upset too?” 


“I’m sure I’m giving off all kinds of chemicals.” Steve 
stroked the 


arm that was now exploring the collar of his lab coat. Her 
Skin was 


smooth, and she pressed back against his fingers as if in 


acknowledgement of his touch. “How do their perceptions 
change when 


they’re out of the water?” 


“That’s just one more of a long, long list of questions we 
have 


about them.” 


Jan had managed to get his right arm free. Cleo transferred 
her attention 


to Steve, although she still kept their joined hands wrapped 
together. 


“She managed to get all the way to my desk multiple times. 
That’s 


really far for a marine creature.” 
“Yeah, they’re amazing.” 


Cleo’s skin had settled into a whitish gray, smooth under 
Steve’s 


touch. He gasped when she touched his cheek. 
“Cleo, you’re being forward,” Jan chided. 
“It’s fine.” He felt his cheeks warming. “As long as that’s as 


forward as she gets.” 


Jan laughed. “I think so.” He paused, and Steven looked 
over to see 


the other scientist’s face flush. “I talk to her, perhaps too 
much. I’ve 
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talked about you.” 


“That’s flattering.” He gave Jan’s hand a squeeze as best he 
could. 


His fingers were getting numb in the cold water. 
“It’s flattering that she’s giving you so much attention.” 


“Well, I—I hope you don’t hold hands with everyone when 
you 


introduce them to her.” 
Jan laughed again, and Steve chuckled along. 
“No, | don’t.” 


As if the motion of his chest had sapped Cleopatra’s 
curiosity, her 


exploring arm withdrew. She kept her eyes on them as she 
began pulling 


away, unwrapping from their arms and joined hands. They 
pulled their 


disengaged hands out of the water and stood looking at 
each other, 


fingers dripping and cold, grinning. 


Cleo rippled a wave of pink across her body and then shot 
away to 


a corner of the tank. 


“Your pencil!” Jan groaned. “lIl get the net. We'll fish her 
out.” 


“No, it’s okay. She'll get tired of it eventually, right?” 
“It'll rust.” 

“Silver polish. No big deal.” 

“I’m still sorry. She’s my responsibility.” 


“At least the mystery is solved. | won’t have to interrogate 
any 


more interns.” 
“That’s good. | got your email.” He smiled. “I’m off Saturday. 
How about 2:00 p.m.?” 


“Yes.” He was grinning like a loon, but he liked Jan’s 
company. 


And he'd been forgiven for his earlier meltdown. “That 
sounds great.” 


STEVE got to his desk and pulled over the stack of memos 
and reports. 


The lack of his favorite pencil still gave a pang, but it wasn’t 
so bad now. 


Coffee Saturday with Jan had turned into a long afternoon 
walk on 


the waterfront, which had turned into dinner. They’d only 
parted after that 


to “improve the mystique,” as Jan had said with a twinkle in 
his eye. Still, 


a few lingering kisses at Jan’s doorstep had made their 
intentions clear. 


Monday night they’d met up after work for dinner. That time 
they 


ended up at Steve’s apartment. Jan had exclaimed properly 
over Kylie 
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and asked questions about hermit crab food and activity 
and how often 


they changed shells. 


Jan had stayed the night, and it had been amazing. Steve’s 
first- 


time jitters had evaporated when they kissed in bed, 
embracing. They fit 


together, and Jan’s skin smelled like the sea. It was all 
heated exploration 


and murmured exclamations and, damn, Jan had an 
amazing mouth. 


Steve was glad his desk faced the wall because anyone 
watching could 


guess the reason for the goofy smile on his face. 


Everyone at work, including a giggling Yvonne, had given 
hima 


smile or a thumbs up. Today was Wednesday, and he was 
Supposed to 


meet up with Jan after work again. Getting anything done 
today was 


going to be a problem. 
“Hey.” 


Steve heard Jan’s voice and turned, smiling. Jan was bright- 
eyed 


and rested. He was carrying Steve’s crab pencil. He held it 
out as he 


approached. 


“Found it in the bottom of the tank. | dried it out. It still 
works.” 


Steve took it and swiveled the base to push out a bit more 
lead. 


“That’s great. Thanks.” 
“It may still tarnish.” 


“I'll clean it off. Don’t worry.” There they were again, smiling 
at 


each other like two lunatics. “It’s not as important 
anymore.” 


Jan shook his head. “First loves are always important. But 
sometimes it’s the later love that lasts.” 


Intellectually, Steve knew it was too soon. But already it felt 
like 


they’d known each other for a long time. They had so much 
in common. 


They had great conversations—and great chemistry in the 
bedroom. 


Steve was happy for the first time in three years, and it felt 
great. 


“I’m counting on it,” he replied and blushed when Jan’s grin 
only 


grew wider. 
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REHABILITATION 

Kim Fielding 

“GAGA! Get your butt in the house right now!” 


Lady Gaga wagged her plumy tail but continued to skulk 
near the 


back fence, a guilty expression on her face. 
“Goddamn it.” 


lra Mayer was already running late, and now he was going 
to have 


to chase her around the yard. He kicked off his good loafers 
and jammed 


his feet into his boots, mentally cursing Danny for leaving 
him this 


nuisance of an animal and for saddling the beast with a 
name that 


mortified Ira every time he called to her in public. But as he 
slammed out 


the door, Ira felt guilty about being angry at Danny, so he 
instead fumed 


at the department chair, who scheduled meetings for late 
Friday 


afternoons and made vague tenure-related threats to junior 
faculty who 


didn’t show up. 


The yard was a mess, parts of it churned to mud by recent 
rains and 


Gaga's big paws. If Ira had gotten his way, they would have 
bought a 


condo and not worried about outdoor chores. But Danny 
liked to garden, 


loved coaxing obscure flora to grow in the clay that passed 
for topsoil, 


loved producing strange vegetables and bizarre herbs and 
making Ira eat 


them. Even better when Ira admitted he /iked them. Now Ira 
had a yard- 


maintenance service that showed up every couple of weeks 
to mow the 


lawn and hack things back. Maybe they should be coming 
more often. 


The dog didn’t budge as Ira slogged his way over to her. She 
just 


stood there with her tail waving slightly, twin strings of thick 
white drool 
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hanging from her jowls. And as Ira got closer, it occurred to 
him: her 


mouth wasn’t hanging open as usual, with her long tongue 
lolling out. 


He narrowed his eyes and pointed his finger at her. “Give,” 
he 


commanded firmly. 


She was a good dog almost all the time, sweet and eager to 
please. 


But he could see the indecision in her big brown eyes, the 
worried droop 


of her tail. “Give,” he repeated. “Or no treats for you 
tonight.” 


She knew the word “treats.” Her floppy ears perked up a bit, 
and then, 


with a canine equivalent of a shrug, she bent her head and 
opened her mouth. 


Something dropped out, landing in the soft mud. Fora 
moment Ira 


thought it was a dead mouse—she'd proudly brought him 
two of those the 


previous week—but then the creature twitched and peeped, 
and Ira 


realized it was a baby bird. It was thoroughly coated in Saint 
Bernard 


slime and either too injured or too traumatized to try to run 
away, but it 


was alive. Lady Gaga poked it gently with her nose and gave 
a doggy grin. 


Ira spent several moments looking up at the sky, as if the 
little 


bird’s parents might suddenly swoop down, sing their 
thanks, and fly 


away with their baby. But of course they didn’t, and Ira had 
the 


impression that the only bird he could see nearby at the 
moment—a crow 


perched on the branch of a Douglas fir—had an interest 
more digestive 


than protective. 


The baby bird peeped again, very pathetically, and tried to 
ruffle its 


sodden feathers. 


lra’s father always kept a plain white handkerchief in his 
pocket, 


and he’d insisted his son do likewise. But in a silly, rebellious 
gesture, 


Ira had given up the habit as soon as he moved away to 
college. Now, 


however, he very much wished he had something to wrap 
around his 


hand before touching the bedraggled bird. With a sigh and a 
reproachful 


look at Lady Gaga, he stooped and picked up the little 
creature. 


Even close up, he couldn’t tell what sort of bird it was. He 
was no 


ornithologist to begin with, and most hatchlings looked to 
him like slightly 


fluffy bits with big eyes and a beak. This one was too wet to 
be fluffy, its 


downy little feathers stuck to its pinkish body. He could feel 
its tiny toes 


curling against his palm, the miniscule claws digging in just 
a bit. Even 


more, though, he could feel its heartbeat, fast and 
Surprisingly strong. 


“Now what am | supposed to do with you?” he said. Lady 
Gaga 


woofed softly, as if offering a suggestion, but the bird didn’t 
even peep a 


response. 
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When Lady Gaga realized Ira intended to keep the treasure 
he’d 


confiscated from her, she wagged her tail madly and raced 
ahead into the 


house, tracking huge, muddy footprints across the wood 
floors, then 


pausing in front of her water dish to drink noisily and splash 
a small 


pond onto the floor. 


Ira stood in his kitchen uncertainly. He finally noticed the 
empty 


Amazon box on the table—his book habit was a big, ugly 
monkey on his 


back that had earned him more than one irritated harangue 
from 


Danny—and he placed the bird inside. It wobbled slightly 
before 


collapsing onto its belly. He considered cleaning it, wiping 
away the 


slime at least, but he was afraid the trauma of further 
handling would do 


the little thing in. So he placed the box on the kitchen 
counter in front of 


a window, where he hoped the sunlight would cast some 
warmth, and 


headed for his laptop. 


When he’d lived with Danny, Ira had done most of his work 
ina 


bedroom converted to a study. He would lock himself in 
there for hours 


to grind away at his latest publication, emerging hours later 
with 


cramped muscles and gritty eyes. Danny knew not to 
disturb him while 


he worked, but once the citations were formatted and the 
term papers 


graded, Ira would collapse on the living room couch and 
Danny would 


fetch mugs of tea or bottles of beer—depending on the 
season—and 


they’d curl up together and watch crap on television. 
Now, Ira went into the study only to fetch books or papers, 


working instead at the kitchen table, as if that would 
somehow make up 


for all the hours he’d neglected Danny—hours he could have 
been in the 


arms of his lover but had chosen to immerse himself in King 
John’s 


problems with baronial rebellions. 
A quick Google search revealed the existence of a wildlife 


rehabilitation center about fifteen miles away. Ira made a 
warning noise 


at Lady Gaga—who was tall enough to nose eagerly at the 
box on the 


counter—as he picked up the phone and punched in the 
center’s number. 


The phone rang and rang. He was about to give up, when 
someone 


finally picked up on the other end. A slightly breathless 
voice said, 


“Beaver Creek Wildlife Center. This is Carrie.” 

“Uh, hi, Carrie. | have this baby bird—” 

“Put it back in the nest.” 

“| don’t know where its nest is. My dog found it and—” 


“What species?” Something squawked and clattered in the 
background. 
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“I... | don’t know.” He hated seeming like an idiot. “It’s 
covered in 


spit.” 


Her sigh was loud, even over the phone. “We're full up. But 
there’s 


a guy who takes our overflow birds, now and then. I'll give 
him a call.” 


“Great! How soon do you think he can come by?” 


This time she laughed. “We're not a taxi service. You’re 
going to 


have to drop off the bird yourself.” And then she rattled off 
an address 


and was peeved when Ira asked her to repeat it. 


After the call ended, Ira ran his hands through his short hair. 
“l'm 


going to miss the meeting,” he announced. Lady Gaga 
didn’t care. She’d 


thrown herself down on the rainbow-print dog bed that took 
up half the 


living room. She’d be snoring soon. Probably the bird didn’t 
care either. 


But the department chair sure as hell would. 


ONCE Ira had called the department secretary to let her 
know he 


wouldn’t be attending the meeting, he felt better. Yes, he’d 
have to face 


the music on Monday—and possibly even more so in six 
weeks, when 


the committee reviewed his tenure request—but right now it 
was a fine 


Friday afternoon, sunny and warm after the recent rains, 
and he wasn’t 


locked away in a room listening to people have the same, 
predictable 


arguments over curriculum and enrollment caps. 


He glanced at his tiny passenger, who seemed content 
enough for the 


moment in the Amazon box. Ira had lined it with an old 
towel before they 


left, hoping the bird would be better cushioned during the 
drive and would 


slide around less than on smooth cardboard. The creature’s 
feathers were 


dry by now, but the fluff was still plastered to its body by 
dried slobber. 


Ira knew from hard experience that Lady Gaga’s drool was 
difficult to 


remove. If he were a scientist instead of a historian, he 
would probably be 


rich by now from all the commercial uses for his dog’s spit. 
It made a 


relatively non-toxic shellac, for instance, and a pretty 
passable adhesive. 


The bird guy lived in a middle-class neighborhood twenty 
minutes 


from Ira’s place, in a nondescript ranch house with a neat 
front lawn. 


Cheerful red and pink flowers edged the walkway to the 
front door. 


Danny would have known what they were. Ira clutched the 
box carefully 


in one arm and pushed the doorbell. 


It didn’t take long before he heard a lock disengaging. The 
door 


swung open, and Ira prepared to hand over the bird. 
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“Dr. Mayer!” 


In the seven years since he’d finished his doctorate, Ira had 
taught 


perhaps two thousand students. He ran into them around 
town every now 


and then, and he recognized their faces but nearly never 
remembered 


their names. This student, however, he remembered very 
well: Caleb 


Phillips. He had been in Ira’s Ancient Civ class, during Ira’s 
very first 


year at the university, when he was still just a lecturer and 
grateful even 


for that. Caleb had been a moderately decent student, and 
his papers 


were well written. But his mind and attention had clearly 
been more 


r 


attuned to playing football than appreciating the Etruscans 
contributions 


to oligarchic democracy. It wasn’t Caleb’s scholarly abilities 
that made 


him stick in Ira’s mind, however—it was his breathtaking 
beauty. 


That beauty hadn’t dimmed over the passing years. If 
anything, it 


had increased, as maturity sharpened the edge of Caleb’s 
Square jaw and 


etched fine lines at the corners of his brown eyes. He wore 
his hair 


shorter now, but the dark-blond waves looked as soft as 
ever. He was 


wearing faded jeans and a plain white tee that was tight 
enough to show 


off a trim stomach and well-defined chest and arm muscles. 


Ira realized he’d been standing there, gaping, and he 
blushed a 


little. “Um, hello, Caleb.” 
“You're the guy with the nestling?” 


Ira had almost forgotten about the box he still held. “Yes. 
And 


you're....” 


“The backup Tweetie rehab guy.” Caleb’s grin revealed his 
very 


straight, white teeth. He stepped back from the doorway 
and waved his 


arm. “C’mon in.” 


Ira knew he shouldn’t. He should just shove the box into 
Caleb’s 


hands and be on his way. He could maybe still make part of 
the meeting. 


But his former student was smiling expectantly, and Ira was 
more than a 


little curious how he’d ended up caring for birds. So Ira 
smiled back and 


stepped into the house. 


If he’d expected to find macaws and toucans swooping 
about the 


place or eagles perched on the light fixtures, he was 
disappointed. The 


living room was ordinary, with comfortable-looking furniture 
and the 


same sort of bachelor’s clutter Danny had collected before 
he moved in 


with Ira: empty chip bags and beer bottles, a pair of 
discarded socks, a 


messy pile of newspapers. Ira tried to concentrate on his 
surroundings 


instead of the way denim stretched over Caleb’s muscular 
ass. 
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cardboard boxes along one wall and shelves of assorted 
equipment and 


supplies for bird care. Caleb patted a small paint-splotched 
table. “Let’s 


see the patient, please,” he said. He still had dimples, damn 
him. 


Ira set the box on the table, and Caleb peered at the 
contents. “Ah,” 


Caleb said. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a mourning 
dove.” 


“Is that good?” 


Caleb shrugged. “They’re pretty easy to care for. Sturdy 
little 


buggers. They eat a lot, though. And this guy’s old enough 
that he’s 


already probably starting to eat some seeds.” 
“Do you think he’ll be okay?” 
“He looks like he’s in pretty good shape.” 


“I found him in Lady Gaga’s mouth,” Ira said. But when 
Caleb’s 


eyebrows rose, Ira blushed again. “Lady Gaga is my dog. | 
didn’t name her.” 


Caleb looked amused, then returned to the task at hand. 
“She must 


have a soft mouth. Doesn't look like she’s done any harm to 
this baby. 


Probably saved him, really, ’cause if she hadn’t found him, a 
cat or other 


predator would have.” 


Ira felt an unexpected and slightly ridiculous surge of pride 
in his dog. 


“| guess she’s supposed to be good at rescuing—she’s a 
Saint Bernard mix.” 


“I love big dogs! We had a Newfy when I was a kid.” Caleb 
began 


rummaging in bins and sacks, pulling out various things he 
needed and 


setting them beside the Amazon box. “Did you know that 
mourning 


doves can fly over fifty miles per hour? They’re probably the 
closest 


living relative of passenger pigeons. They make good 
parents, and they 


mate for life.” 


“Huh,” Ira said, ignoring the twinge Caleb’s last statement 
made in 


his heart. “I hadn’t realized you were such an expert.” 


“I’m not, really. The rescue thing was my mom’s gig, but 
people 


kept calling after she passed away, and, well, | guess she 
would’ve been 


happy to know I’m still helping out.” A flicker of grief 
appeared 


momentarily in his eyes, and his smile turned self-effacing. 
“I guess I’ve 


done a sort of crappy job of moving on.” He waved at the 
piles of boxes. 


“All hers. | should donate them to Goodwill or something, 
but... can’t 


quite make myself.” 


Ira thought of the carefully sealed boxes that were stored in 
his 


garage, and he nodded. “I understand. I’m sorry.” 
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“Nah, it’s been... almost a year. | should get over it.” 


“You never really get over the loss of someone you love,” Ira 
Said 


softly. 
Caleb stopped arranging bird supplies and looked up at him, 


holding Ira’s gaze for several long moments. “I guess not. 
But lately I’ve 


been finding that when I think about her, | can focus on the 
good 


memories. Like when | helped her with her birds.” He bent 
his head 


again and rubbed clear antibacterial gel onto his hands. 
Ira watched as Caleb lifted the nestling in his big hands—an 


athlete’s hands, broad and long-fingered. Caleb dabbed a 
gauze pad over 


the dove’s body, fingers moving with astounding care and 
tenderness. / 


should go now, \ra thought, but his feet stayed rooted to the 
Carpet. 


Caleb didn’t appear to mind the company. “Mom was nuts 
about 


animals. Any kind. If we found a spider in the house, she’d 
trap it and 


carry it out to the garden. She tried to talk me into being a 
veterinarian, 


actually, but | suck at science.” 
“You were... a criminal justice major, weren’t you?” 


The answering smile was blinding. “Good memory, Dr. 
Mayer!” 


Ira certainly didn’t remember most students’ majors. “l 
think we 


can drop the honorific by now. I’m Ira.” 
“Good memory, Ira,” Caleb replied, still working on the bird. 


Ira watched a while longer, until he found himself imagining 
what 


those big, gentle fingers would feel like on his skin. He 
cleared his 


throat. “What are you doing with yourself nowadays? Aside 
from the 


rehab, | mean.” 
“Until recently, | was a cop.” 


Ira immediately pictured him in a policeman’s uniform and— 


Christ, could he be any more pathetic?—now he was having 
Village 


People fantasies about a former student. “Not anymore?” 


“Got in a car wreck and screwed up my knee. By the time | 
was 


done with physical therapy, I’d decided | wanted to be 
something else.” 


The bird’s feathers were clean by then, and it looked 
contentedly fluffy. 


Caleb set it into a wad of soft padding shaped like a little 
bowl, and then 


he placed the faux nest inside a small plastic bin with clear 
sides. As he 


turned to retrieve something from a shelf, and with his 
broad back still to 


Ira, he said, “I’m working on getting my teaching 
credentials.” 
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“You want to be a teacher?” Ira winced a little when he 
realized 


how startled he sounded, and he caught the slightly hurt 
look in Caleb’s 


eyes as he turned around again. 


“I’ve been subbing. I’m pretty good at it, | think.” 


Ira considered the methodical way the other man was caring 
for the 


dove, and he nodded. “I’m sure you are. | just didn’t think— 
What grade 


do you hope to teach?” 


The bright smile returned. “High school. Social studies and, 
um, 


history.” Was that a slight blush on his cheeks? 
“Really?” 
Definitely a blush. “Yeah. You were kinda... inspirational.” 


Ira couldn’t have been any more shocked if Caleb had 
Slapped him 


in the face. “Me?” 


Caleb walked to a small microwave in one corner of the 
room, 


heated a glass bowl of something for a few seconds, and 
then stirred the 


contents with his pinky. He didn’t look up as he patiently 
dribbled the 


contents of the bowl into the dove’s mouth. The dove 
seemed less than 


enthusiastic about the process. 


“| loved your class. You were so han—so cool, standing up 
there, 


making all those dead guys interesting. | loved how you’d 
draw parallels 


between all those dusty civilizations and ours. It was... eye- 
opening. 


Amazing.” 
“I... | had no idea you were so interested.” 


“I’m surprised you remember me at all. | tried... | kinda tried 
really 


hard to get you to notice me. Man, you have no idea how 
long | slaved 


over those essays!” Caleb’s entire face and neck had gone 
bright pink, 


and he still wasn’t meeting Ira’s eyes. “But you hardly even 
looked at me 


and almost never called on me. | was... | was a little 
crushed, actually.” 


Ira opened his mouth and closed it again. He processed the 


ridiculous feeling of guilt for having disappointed Caleb. “I’m 
sorry,” he 


finally said. “I did notice you. | thought you were a very 
strong writer, 


and I’m honored to learn that | inspired you.” 


It was a formal little soeech, but it seemed to please Caleb, 
who 


looked his way again. But maybe he saw something in the 
set of Ira’s 


jaw, because his hands froze in the middle of feeding the 
bird. “Oh,” was 


all he said. 
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And then he tucked the plastic bin—bird, nest, and all—into 
a 


larger plastic frame, this one with air holes and a small 
lightbulb on top. 


He switched the bulb on. “There. That oughtta keep junior 
satisfied for a 


little while.” 


It truly was time to leave, Ira knew. But he didn’t say 
anything, and 


his heart sped a little when Caleb tilted his head 
consideringly. “You 


want a beer or something before you go, Ira? | mean, you 
probably have 


to be somewhere but....” 
“I'd love one,” Ira replied honestly. 


In fact, he ended up with a can of Coke instead, deciding 
that the 


clearer his head, the better. He’d never been much of a 
drinker anyway, 


as he didn’t like the feeling of losing control. He sat at one 
end of 


Caleb’s comfortable beige couch and watched as Caleb 
nervously 


gathered debris. 
“Sorry ‘bout the mess. Maid’s day off,” Caleb mumbled. 
“It’s fine, Caleb. It’s not as if you were expecting me.” 


Caleb’s laugh was deep and rumbling, like a lion’s purr. “No, 
Ira, | 


absolutely wasn’t. Nice surprise, though.” He dumped his 
trash on the 


dining room table, just visible through a doorway, and then 
hurried back 


with his own can of Coke. 


He sat in the exact middle of the couch—putting his left 
thigh 


maybe eight inches from Ira’s right—popped the top on his 
can, and took 


a long drink. “I’m really glad you brought me a dove. 
Sometimes | get 


hummers, and they’re adorable and everything, but they’re 
so damn 


small, and you gotta shove fake nectar down their throats 
about every 


three minutes. Then there’s the raptors—well, | don’t do 
those here, 


which is good, ’cause you gotta give them stuff like chopped 
up baby 


mice and, well, eww. | like the raptors, though. They’re 
really cool. But 


maybe my favorites are the corvids. Really smart! Did you 
know a jay 


has almost the same brain-to-body-mass ratio as a human? 
And they use 


tools, too, like—” Suddenly he stopped and ducked his head. 
“Sorry. | 


babble sometimes.” 


“Enthusiasm is an asset in a teacher,” said Ira, who used to 
be 


enthusiastic too. He would get an idea for a paper or for a 
new way to 


present lecture material, and he’d go on and on about it to 
Danny, who 


sat and listened to it all. 


Caleb seemed pleased at his response. “I remember when 
you 


were teaching us about Mesopotamia, and how the 
invention of 
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agriculture meant there could be cities, and cities meant 
you needed 


formal government. And you were sort of acting out King 
Hammurabi, 


making the blonde chick who sat next to me pretend to 
carve laws into a 


rock. That was probably the first time | ever realized history 
didn’t have 


to be boring. It wasn’t... wasn’t just a lot of memorizing the 
years of the 


Crimean War, or crap like that.” 


Ira felt his face warm with pleasure. “Thank you. It’s really 
good to 


know that my excitement for a subject has an impact.” 
“Well, yeah. Plus, you’re the hottest prof on campus.” 


Ira choked on a mouthful of cola, spewing it inelegantly into 
the air. 


Some of it dribbled down his neck and onto his shirt. But he 
just sat there, 


helpless, watching the corners of Caleb’s mouth curl into a 
grin. He 


remained as motionless as a department store mannequin 
as Caleb plucked 


the can from his clutching fingers and set it on the coffee 
table next to his 


own, scooted eight inches closer, and captured Ira’s mouth 
in a kiss. 


Caleb’s lips were surprisingly soft, a nice contrast to the 
bristles on 


his chin and cheeks. He tasted sweet from his soft drink. He 
didn’t try to 


shove his tongue down Ira’s throat; this was a first kiss, a 
gentle kiss, a 


testing of the waters or a promise of things to come. 
It had been a long time since Ira was last kissed. 


His toes curled, his breathing grew harsh, and his lonely 
cock 


stirred in interest. To his mortification, he made a sound, a 
needy little 


whine, but Caleb kept on kissing him, one big hand cupping 
lra’s cheek, 


the other perched on Ira’s knee. Meanwhile, Ira’s hands 
were clenched 


into tight fists, because if he let his fingers free, they would 
comb 


through the other man’s soft hair or just fucking rip that 
white T-shirt 


right off him. 


After a strangled sort of moan, Ira sprang to his feet and 
backed 


several feet away. “You kissed me!” he said accusingly. 


“I used to imagine doing that all the time. Probably would’ve 
gota 


better grade on your exams if I’d spent less time 
daydreaming about you.” 


“But... you’re not gay!” As soon as he said the words, Ira 
realized 


how ridiculous they were. 


Caleb laughed—that sexy purr again—and said, “Could’ve 
fooled 


me, Ira. I’ve been lusting after boys since | was twelve.” He 
cocked his 


head a little. “You think I have to be straight because | was 
on the 


football team? 'Cause | was a cop?” 
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“No,” Ira admitted, embarrassed. “I just.... That kiss was 


inappropriate.” 


“Why? You’re playing on the same team, aren’t you?” 


Ira was fully out at work, and although he didn’t exactly 
show up 


for class wearing a rainbow flag T-shirt, he knew faculty and 
Staff 


gossiped, and students inevitably overheard. “That’s not the 
point. 


You're a student.” 


“| graduated six years ago, prof. | think that puts us in the 
safe 


zone. And—Christ, Ira. I’m a grown man! I’m thirty years old, 
and | 


have extensive training in self-defense. You’re not gonna 
take advantage 


of me as leverage for an A. Although, you know, you're 
always welcome 


to grade my performance.” He waggled his eyebrows. 
“That’s not it.” 


For the first time, Caleb’s face registered doubt. “You don’t 


You're not attracted to me?” 


Ira didn’t have the heart to be dishonest. “God, Caleb, | 
couldn’t 


even look at you when I was teaching for fear I’d end up 
pitching a tent 


right in front of the entire class.” 


“Really?” Now Caleb looked delighted. “I used to hide mine 
under 


that textbook. Damn book cost me a hundred bucks, but it 
made good 


cover. C’mon, Ira, what's the problem?” 
“L... can’t.” 


Caleb frowned for a moment, and then his face took on a 
look of 


resignation. “Oh. You’re with someone.” 


Ira backed away a few feet more. His throat felt very tight. 
“Not... 


no. Not anymore.” He closed his eyes. “He died. Leukemia.” 
Usually so 


erudite, he was suddenly capable of speaking only in short, 
declarative 


phrases, and every word was torn from his chest in agony. 


Danny had been ill only a short time, and when he died— 
quickly, 


shockingly—Ira had e-mailed the department secretary to 
let her know 


he’d be missing some classes because his partner had 
passed away. The 


department had sent flowers and a card, and a few 
colleagues had shown 


up for the funeral. There had been awkward condolences in 
the hallway 


between classes. In all those nightmarish days, in the weeks 
and months 


that followed, Ira had never said the word died. Not out 
loud, not even in 


his head. Not until now. 
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Caleb would have been forgiven for ushering Ira to the door. 
The 


poor guy had agreed to rescue a bird, had tried for a friendly 
little snog, 


and he’d ended up with his former professor nearly falling 
apart in his 


living room. In fact, when Caleb stood and walked quickly to 
him, Ira 


expected to be guided out. But instead, Caleb wrapped his 
long, strong 


arms around Ira and held him tight. “I’m sorry, man. | didn’t 
know.” 


Nobody had hugged Ira after Danny died. A few people had 
patted 


his shoulder or arm. Ira’s parents hadn’t attended the 
funeral—they 


disapproved of Danny, of Ira’s sexuality, and, he suspected, 
of who he 


was in general—but even if they’d been there, they wouldn’t 
have held 


him. They weren’t the hugging type. 


But apparently Caleb was, and he was warm and solid 
against Ira’s 


body. They were almost precisely the same height, Caleb 
perhaps a 


fraction taller, and he smelled slightly of soap and rubbing 
alcohol. 


Almost involuntarily, Ira melted against him. His own arms 
rose to 


encircle Caleb’s torso, palms flat against his back through 
the soft cotton 


shirt. 


If Caleb had dragged Ira to his bedroom just then, Ira would 
have 


gone without a struggle. But in another surprising move, 
Caleb pulled 


away and stroked Ira’s bicep, as if he were calming a 
nervous animal. 


“I’m really sorry for your loss.” He sounded like he meant it. 
Ira left Caleb’s house a few minutes later. Driving home, he 


couldn’t remember what words he’d mumbled as they 
parted. Thanks, he 


hoped. Gratitude for caring for a needy baby bird. 


THE dean was droning on about holistic program review. Ira 
knew he 


Should be paying attention, but he couldn’t. He wished he’d 
brought his 


laptop. The guy from the English department sitting next to 
him had 


brought his, and he was pretending to take notes while 
actually reading 


his e-mail and playing solitaire. God, Ira hated meetings. He 
was 


absolutely positive that if hell existed, it was one long 
meeting with 


Excel spreadsheets and wobbly chairs, held in an 
overheated room with 


buzzing fluorescent lights. Attendance at this particular 
meeting was his 


penance for missing the department meeting the previous 
month, and 


despite his current misery, he didn’t really regret his earlier 
truancy. Not 


when he remembered that kiss, or the way it had felt to rest 
his head 


against Caleb’s strong shoulder. 
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Ira twitched, trying to rid himself of that particular thought. 
He 


concentrated instead on the woman across the table, Jenny 
from 


sociology. She had a purple laptop skin, purple reading 
glasses, a purple 


phone case, a purple purse, and she was taking notes with a 
purple pen. 


But her planner cover was closer to maroon. He thought 
maybe the lack 


of color coordination bothered her, because she kept her 
hand draped 


over most of the planner as if to hide it. 


“... increase FTES while at the same time decreasing WTUs,” 
the 


dean was saying. “We just have to find ways to be 
entrepreneurial. Such 


as... Ira.” 


Ira startled slightly. “What?” 
“What are some ways your department could be more 
entrepreneurial?” 


“Um... there’s not really a lot of ways to make money off 
history.” 


The dean puffed out a breath and shook her head. Ira had 
heard 


rumors that she used to be a reasonable person, back when 
she was 


merely a member of the anthropology department—but that 
was before 


his time. “There are always ways to make money if you put 
some 


thought into it,” she said. “For example, you could offer 
online courses 


through our extended education office. People might pay for 
those. Or 


maybe you could put together themed, narrated tours for 
senior citizens.” 


“But... we’re not business people. We're professors.” 


Everyone else around the table stopped doodling on their 
agendas 


or peeling the labels off their bottled water. The dean 
squinted at him as 


if he had just spoken in an ancient language. Ira took a deep 
breath and 


pictured Danny sitting on a lounge chair made of clouds, 
giving hima 


thumbs up. It was the first time since Danny’s death that Ira 
had been 


able to see him any way other than hooked up to tubes and 
monitors, 


Skin gone paper pale. 


“We're professors,” he said again. “Not too long ago | ran 
into a 


former student, and do you know what he said? l'Il give you 
a hint: not a 


word about how he wished the history department were 
better endowed.” 


He was proud of himself, keeping a straight face. Jenny from 
sociology 


snickered, though, and wrote something with her purple 
pen. “He said 


my teaching inspired him. That | made history seem 
interesting and 


relevant, and now he’s getting his credentials to teach high 
school. He 


wants to convince high schoolers that history is cool. That’s 
what we 


should be talking about here—how we can effectively reach 
more 


students like him.” 
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Nobody clapped. It was possible that in the entire history of 
the 


university, nobody had ever clapped at a faculty meeting. 
But most of the 


people around the table nodded and murmured their 
agreement. The bald 


guy from journalism stopped playing with his phone and 
instead began 


furiously scribbling notes on a yellow pad. The dean shuffled 
her papers 


and looked slightly lost. 


Ira didn’t feel triumphant. He hadn’t set out to make a 
scene or 


score any points. And he had the feeling that, by tomorrow, 
the dean was 


going to be sending off e-mails, and someone would make 
him write a 


memo, and a new committee would be formed and 
accomplish nothing 


of consequence. And somehow there would still be demands 
to be 


entrepreneurial. But that was okay, because now Ira could 
picture Danny 


in his comfortably fluffy chair, celestial margarita in hand, 
grinning from 


ear to ear. 


Before the dean could regain control of her meeting, Ira 
pushed his 


chair back and stood. He gathered his things and gave her a 
warm smile. 


“Sorry. | have to go.” 


When he got home, he spent a moment sitting in his car in 
the 


garage, staring at the neatly stacked cardboard boxes. He’d 
pretended not 


to see them for almost eighteen months now, as if mourning 
were an 


embarrassment somehow. But as he truly looked at them, 
acknowledged 


them, he knew for the first time that grief was a burden his 
heart could 


bear. 


He climbed out of the car and spent several minutes 
rummaging 


through the boxes. He removed from one an old greenish 
sweater, the 


yarn faded and pilled. From another, he fished out a blue- 
and-white mug 


with a slight chip on the rim and tea stains inside. And from 
a third box, 


he took a few books on gardening. He set these items aside, 
crammed the 


boxes into his car, and drove to the nearby Safeway, where 
a Salvation 


Army collection trailer was parked in the lot. Driving back 
home in his 


empty car, he didn’t miss Danny any less and didn’t feel any 
less 


connected to him. A part of Ira’s lover would remain in his 
soul forever, 


and that thought now made him smile. 


He knew Lady Gaga would be waiting impatiently for him to 
let 


her outside to pee—which she was. But as always, she first 
took a 


moment to slam the side of her massive head into his leg, 
her tongue 


lolling and her tail wagging enthusiastically, as if to tell him 
she didn’t 


love him just for his ability to operate doorknobs and can 
openers. 
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He watched as she raced across the yard, where some of 
the 


perennials Danny had planted were still flowering, cheery 
splashes of 


color that today seemed more like a promise than cruel 
mockery. She 


sniffed around for a moment, and he wondered, not for the 
first time, what 


made any one location more desirable for urination than any 
other. When 


her bladder was empty, she came racing back to him at full 
speed, and for 


once he didn’t back away, didn’t try to fend her off when 
she planted 


Slobbery kisses on his hands and arms. He reached down 
and rubbed hard 


at her ears, exactly the way Danny used to, and she 
groaned happily. 


He took her for a walk. Not just a perfunctory circle around 
the 


block, as he’d been doing since Danny died, but a real 
ramble, at least 


two miles. He let her stop and snuffle at trees and fence 
posts, and when 


a gaggle of small children came running up to pet her, Ira 
stood 


patiently, smiling at the joy on her face and theirs. When he 
and Lady 


Gaga got back home, he gave her three Milk-Bones and let 
her hop on 


the couch with him for fifteen minutes of cuddling. He leafed 
through 


one of Danny’s books, and she tried not to drool on it. 
Then he gave her one more cookie and walked out the door. 


He usually listened to NPR when he drove. He and Danny 
used to 


argue good-naturedly about it—Danny calling him an old 
fogey since lra 


was eight months older, Ira groaning theatrically over the 
pop music 


Danny liked to sing along with. Today Ira turned to the 
station that 


played dinosaur rock, and for twenty minutes, he drove and 
crooned out 


loud with Bob Seger and Tom Petty. He couldn’t carry a tune 
in a basket, 


but who cared? 


The red and pink flowers were petunias and sweet william. 


Danny’s books had said so. Ira pressed the round white 
doorbell and 


waited. A lock disengaged. And Caleb gaped at him. “Ira!” 
he said this 


time, which made Ira smile. 
“Hi,” said Ira. 


“Did your dog find another nestling?” Caleb was wearing 
khaki 


shorts—he had several long pink scars on his left knee—and 
a gray T-shirt 


with the sleeves cut off. He looked like he hadn’t shaved ina 
few days. 


“No. | was... | was wondering how the dove was doing. Did it 
survive?” 
Caleb smiled broadly. “Come see.” 


Ira followed him through the living room, which was as 
messy as 


the last time. A baseball game was playing on the TV, and 
several 
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textbooks and sheets of notebook paper were scattered on 
the coffee 


table. “I’m gonna start student teaching soon,” Caleb 
explained. “I’ma 


little nervous about creating my own plans.” 


“The first time | taught a class, my hands shook so much | 
could 


barely hold the chalk,” admitted Ira. 


“Really? But you seemed to have your shit together so well 
in 


Ancient Civ.” 


“I did. It only took a couple of class sessions when | was a 
grad 


student for me to feel comfortable. | bet it'll take even less 
time for you.” 


Caleb gave him a grateful smile and gestured at his glass 
patio door. 


His backyard was considerably smaller than Ira’s, but it was 
packed with 


life. Flowers and bushes grew everywhere, vines twined 
over the fence. 


Butterflies were fluttering all over a large shrub with spiky 
purple florets. 


And birds squabbled noisily among four different feeders. 


Caleb pointed at a good-sized bird that pecked at the 
ground under 


one of the feeders. “That’s her.” 


“Wow. Her color’s changed. And she grew up so fast!” 


“She should, at the rate she packs away food. | noticed the 
other 


day she’s already caught the eye of one of the 
neighborhood boys. | 


don’t think she’s given in to his charms, but she will soon, | 
bet.” 


“Don’t you... don’t you worry that something might happen 
to her?” 


Caleb shrugged. “I guess. But she’s a wild bird, Ira. I’ve 
done what 


| can for her, and it’s time for her to get on with her life.” 
“There will always be more birds that need help, | guess.” 


“Yeah.” Caleb looked at him from the corner of his eye. “But 
some 


are special.” 


They stood there a long time, watching the dove eat. 
Sometimes 


she paused to ruffle her feathers or preen herself. She 
seemed a peaceful 


sort, ignoring the smaller birds’ constant bickering and not 
seeming to 


mind when they shared her little patch of ground. Finally she 
flew away, 


her wings making a loud whistle as she took off. “She'll be 
back pretty 


soon,” Caleb said. “Sometimes l'Il stand outside and she'll 
come peck 


near my feet. | guess she likes me.” 
“I guess she knows a good thing when she sees it.” 


That statement made Caleb turn his head to look 
appraisingly at 


Ira. “Did you really come by to check out the bird?” 
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“Partly. Not mostly.” 

“So then...?” 


Ira took a deep breath and let it out again. “Remember what 
| said 


to you? That you never really get over the loss of someone 
you love?” 


“Of course.” 


“Well, it’s true. But I’ve been thinking that if you can’t get 
over 


something, you can still get past it and move on. It’s... it’s 
always going 


to be there, but it doesn’t always have to hold you back.” 
Caleb seemed to think about this for a few moments. “Is this 


teacherly advice you’re giving me?” 


“Nope. You said it yourself—you graduated. This is more of... 
a 


really lame come-on from a guy who hasn't dated since he 
was twenty 


and was never all that smooth to begin with. And who 
probably needs to 


take things really slow.” 


Oh God. How had Ira ever resisted that blinding smile back 
when 


Caleb was off-limits? “It’s not a bad come-on, for all that,” 
Caleb said. 


He closed the space between them and kissed the corner of 
Ira’s mouth. 


It was a chaste kiss, but still one that made Ira’s eyelids 
flutter. “It was 


original, anyway,” Caleb purred in his ear. 
Okay. Maybe only a /ittle slow would be good enough. 


Caleb chuckled as if he’d heard Ira’s thought, grabbed his 
hand, 


and dragged him into the living room. He pushed lightly on 
lra’s chest, 


toppling him backward onto the couch. “How about we 
begin with you 


helping me through my lesson plans?” Caleb said. 


“And then maybe you'll come over to my place and help me 
dig up 


my backyard a little?” 


“Will | get to meet the famous Lady Gaga, savior of 
nestlings and 


incidental matchmaker?” 
“Oh, believe me. You'll have no choice at all about that.” 


“Excellent,” Caleb said. He sat down beside Ira—this time 
not 


bothering to leave an eight-inch gap—and reached for one 
of his 


textbooks. But before he opened it, he bonked his head 
against Ira’s 


shoulder, not unlike how Lady Gaga showed her affection. 
“We're gonna 


be okay, Dr. Ira Mayer. | can feel it.” 


Yes, Ira thought as he wrapped his arm around Caleb’s 
shoulders. 


More than likely, quite a good deal more than just okay. 
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BUTTERBEAN AND THE 
PRETTY PRINCESS 
MAKE A HOME 


R. Cooper 


RILEY picked up his jacket from the back of the couch and 
tried to put it 


on and grab his phone at the same time. He got the phone 
to his ear right 


as Eli turned around and saw him. Soft brown eyes swept 
over Riley’s 


hair and his leather jacket before coming back to his face. 
For a second 


Eli stared hopefully at him, but then he blinked and looked 
away before 


Riley could think of what to say. Too late, he noticed that Eli 
had been 


getting out food to make himself some dinner, and that he 
hadn’t been 


pulling out portions for one. 


“You were making dinner?” It was such a stupid question, 
but then, 


Riley tended to say stupid things around Eli. It was like just 
being around 


him shut off most of his higher brain functions. “What were 
you 


making? I can stay.” He immediately tried to walk his dumb 
question 


back, but stopped when Eli shook his head and closed the 
fridge. He 


smiled over his shoulder. 
“Don’t worry about it. l'II have some for lunch tomorrow.” Eli 


pulled out some Tupperware from the cabinet where he kept 
it arranged 


by size and color and set it aside for later. Then he moved 
back to get 


some arborio rice for risotto from the pantry. 


The kitchen was a tiny open space connected to the 
apartment's 


living room, with only the line of tile meeting carpet to mark 
the end of 


the “room” so Eli didn’t go far, but Riley stared at him 
anyway, 
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watching Eli roll up his sleeves to expose his furred and 
freckled 


forearms and wash his hands with care before touching 
anything else. 


Then he realized he was staring and looked away. He also 
realized in that 


exact moment that his phone was at his ear and Chase had 
been bitching 


at him for a solid minute now without him hearing a word. 


“Riley, are you even listening to me?” Chase tended to get 
nasal 


when he was at his bitchiest. Riley moved the phone farther 
from his ear 


and ran his other hand through his hair. He’d just put 
product in it, more 


for the shine than for anything else. His short hair looked 
styled no 


matter what he did to it. It was like his clothes—he could 
wear anything, 


and Chase or the others would lament that he still looked 
like he’d 


stepped off a runway. 
Personally, Riley thought he looked good, but knew his looks 


hadn’t gotten him much in life except the ability to get laid 
when he 


wanted, and even that didn’t mean much these days. 


“No.” Riley looked back over. Eli was pretending not to 
listen, 


though Chase’s voice was loud enough to carry across the 
apartment and 


then some. Riley watched Eli’s measured, sure motions and 
tuned Chase 


out again. Eli didn’t make dinner all the time, just when the 
mood struck 


him or on the nights when Riley was home too. Riley had 
never had a 


roommate who cooked for him before. He had never had a 
roommate 


like Eli before, period. It was nice to have someone who 
didn’t leave the 


bathroom a mess and who let him put up Magritte and 
Kandinsky prints 


without complaining that they were weird, someone who 
actually wanted 


to talk to him during those times Riley could find his voice 
around him. 


Eli talked as he cooked, about all kinds of things, like the 
news and 


what book he was reading, and he set out place settings for 
both of them 


at the counter and poured out wine, expensive wine that he 
kept trying to 


get Riley to appreciate. Riley liked that about him too; Eli 
wasn’t the 


type to make fun of someone for not knowing something; he 
just shared 


what he knew about it and seemed happy when they 
listened. 


Riley had only ever read about risotto before moving in with 
Eli, 


like he’d only ever heard about types of wine, but one bite 
and he’d 


known Eli’s cooking was special. His risotto alone was 
reason enough to 


blow off Chase and the others and stay home, but even 
without it, Riley 


would have wanted to stay in. Chase wasn’t his favorite 
person, whereas 


Eli would actually give a rat’s ass if Riley told him about his 
day. 


Probably not anymore, however, not now that he’d seen 
Riley was 
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heading out. Now Eli was frowning down at some chicken 
breasts as if 


they had personally offended him. 


Riley’s gaze traveled down the tense line of Eli’s back and 
then 


around to the slope of his slightly chubby belly and back 
over to all the 


brown hair on his forearms. He looked up quickly when Eli 
and Chase 


both starting speaking again at the same time. 


“Did you forget something?” Eli asked quietly, glancing at 
him 


before returning to the chicken. Without the sound of his 
voice, the 


whole apartment seemed silent. 


“I could stay.” Riley said it again, maybe a little too 
forcefully, 


because Eli paused as he reached for a knife. He didn’t look 
over, but he 


shrugged, and his tone was deliberately light. 
“| wouldn’t want to keep you from your friends.” 


“It’s no big loss.” It was the first thing that came to mind. 
Riley 


only remembered that one of his friends could still hear him 
when Eli 


looked at him with his eyebrows up and a hint of a smile. 
Riley smiled back without thinking. 


“Riley, goddamn it, you had better not be ignoring me to 
talk to the 


Bernstein Bear.” That did get his attention. Eli’s shoulders 
went up, though 


Riley wasn’t sure if Eli had heard that or not. It wasn’t 
Chase’s first time 


saying it, so it was possible that Eli could guess what Chase 
was hissing at 


him. Chase never would shut the hell up, no matter who told 
him to. 


“Chase, shut up.” Riley tried again anyway and moved 
toward the 


door, which put him by the counter and in Eli’s line of sight 
—if Eli 


looked over. Eli was focused on cutting up the chicken, 
working 


carefully with his expensive knife. He was a careful guy. 
Riley had never 


met anyone else their age who was that careful. It was like 
caution had 


been bred into Eli at age two, along with the urge to wear 
worn plaid 


button-downs and a love of math. Sometimes he seemed so 
much older 


than twenty-nine. 


Riley hadn’t understood him at all when he’d first moved in 
a year 


and a half ago, which was the only reason he’d ever 
complained about 


Eli to anyone, and probably the reason why Chase kept 
thinking his 


jokes about him were appreciated. 
“I don’t know why you like him.” And yet Chase kept talking. 


“I mean it this time, Chase.” Riley sighed into the phone. 
“Shut the 


hell up now.” 


“Your friends are truly spectacular. Have | mentioned that 
before?” 
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Eli remarked from over by the sink. He glanced over as he 
washed his 


hands. He wasn’t quite frowning; it was more like he wanted 
Chase to 


hear his sarcasm, but didn’t want to start a fight. The look 
on his face 


stopped Riley cold again just the same, because maybe Eli 
didn’t want to 


fight with Riley, but he’d obviously heard that “Bernstein 
Bear” 


comment, and it had hurt him. 


Eli's eyes were wide, and for another second Riley was 
struck by 


how big and warm they were, how soft all of Eli’s 
expressions were, 


even when he was angry, as if he really were a kind of teddy 
bear, the 


kind kids hugged when they were scared and cuddled up to 
in the dark. 


Then Eli did frown at him, and Riley had the fleeting thought 
that 


sometimes Eli was more like a rea/ bear, a snarling, 
wounded grizzly. 


“Really. Total charmers.” Eli’s sarcasm would have been hard 
to 


miss, even through the phone. Chase immediately started 
squawking in 


Riley’s ear. 


“I’m not like him.” Riley wanted to say it so much that he 
raised a 


hand to cover the phone so Chase wouldn’t hear, but Eli saw 
the gesture 


and stopped him before he could manage a word. His 
expression was 


fierce and disappointed and sad before he turned back to 
face the food he 


was preparing. 
“He’s angry because I’m late.” Riley heard himself saying 


something stupid again, something that wasn’t what he’d 
wanted to say 


at all, and tried to offer a sexy smile instead. It came out 
embarrassed 


and apologetic and he knew it. It was hard to act sexy 
around Eli, 


especially when he was like this. Eli was sexy without even 
trying to be, 


whatever Chase thought. Eli shaved twice a day and sti// 
had scruff at his 


jaw. His eyes were like hot cocoa, and his hair was the kind 
of wavy 


mess that could have been straightened with product if Eli 
were the type 


to wear any, which he wasn’t. Eli was the type to wear plain 
button- 


down collared shirts and look good in them. He looked like a 
man, like a 


real man, and Riley looked away before he could get caught 
staring 


again. 


“Or he’s a complete tool.” Once riled, Eli was relentless. 
Riley 


couldn’t blame him. Chase was an asshole. Riley didn’t even 
know why 


he was friends with him, except that they used to party 
together when 


they were younger, and he was still good to go get a drink 
with some 


nights. 


Not tonight, obviously. Now Chase was going to bitch about 
Eli all 
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night until Riley got a headache and had to leave. If there 
hadn’t been 


other people expecting him, he wouldn’t even go. 


He hesitated anyway, trying to think of a reason to stay and 
pulling 


the phone from his ear while Eli looked him over again, from 
his tight 


jeans to his equally tight T-shirt to the worn creases in his 
leather jacket. 


For a second when their eyes met, Riley thought maybe Eli 
liked how he 


looked. Most people liked how Riley looked. He was tall and 
slim, with 


tattoos that showed no matter what he wore and just 
enough muscle to be 


interesting. His hair was black and his eyes were almost the 
same color. 


Guys and girls hit on him when he went out, even the girls 
who knew he 


was gay. Everyone hit on him, except for Eli. 


Sure, there were times Riley had caught Eli looking at him, 
but Eli 


had never said or done anything about it. Sometimes it gave 
Riley the 


feeling that Eli thought he was pretty, but not much more. 
He didn’t 


think Eli liked too pretty. Chase was pretty and he knew it. It 
was why he 


treated people the way he did, why he made fun of Eli’s 
body hair or his 


weight. But Riley wasn’t like Chase. He hoped Eli knew that. 


But Eli wasn’t even looking at him anymore, so Riley 
dropped his 


gaze while he told Chase he was on his way and then hung 
up. He 


thought about asking what Eli had planned for the night 
besides dinner, 


but if Eli wasn’t going out, he usually fell asleep on the 
couch watching 


TV. Sometimes on those nights Riley would stay home and 
watch with 


him. Right now, it sounded so much better than going out 
with Chase. 


If there was a way to ask to stay without sounding as 
desperate to 


curl up next to Eli as he was, Riley had yet to think of it, and 
when he 


didn’t say anything, Eli closed his mouth and walked over to 
the stove. 


“Don’t forget it’s your week to take care of the garbage,” Eli 


reminded him, with just enough irritation in his voice to 
make Riley 


shrug his leather jacket into place and run his hands 
through his hair 


again. 


“Sure, whatever.” He grabbed his keys and his wallet. “I'll be 
back 


late or not at all,” he called out despite not wanting to go 
out anymore 


and heard Eli’s flat response just before the door closed 
behind him. 


“Don’t expect me to wait.” The door clicked closed on the 
last 


word. 


RILEY’S hands were full, so he had to bang on the door, and 
Eli opened 
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it looking irritated and mussed, like he’d been passing out in 
front of the 


TV. Riley wished he’d been there with him, falling asleep 
tantalizingly 


close to Eli with The Daily Show in the background. If Riley 
hadn’t been 


busy wrangling two unhappy, filthy kittens and keeping 
them from 


falling out of his arms, he might have spent another 
moment regretting 


choosing to go out and missing the sight of amused, drowsy 
Eli. 


But the kittens were insistent and unbelievably flexible, so 
he 


pushed his way inside the moment Eli opened the door and 
tried not to 


think about how despite his frown, Eli had seemed happy to 
see him. It 


didn’t last. In the next second, Eli was way too alarmed to 
be called 


happy. He stepped back out of Riley’s way and closed the 
door, then 


followed after him as he caught on to Riley’s situation. 


“You're back early—Riley, those are kittens!” Eli blurted and 


Riley turned to stare at him with his mouth open, because 
apparently Eli 


could say stupid things too. Riley blinked at him until one of 
the kittens, 


the slightly bigger one, complained. 


“Yes, Eli. These are kittens. I’m glad you noticed.” Riley 
could be 


just as sarcastic as Eli under the right circumstances. He 
fought the 


wriggling, protesting bundles in his arms and moved toward 
the couch 


only to run into Eli, who jumped in front of him. His eyes 
were huge, 


and he kept looking from Riley’s face to the cats and back 
again. 


“Those are kittens!” he hissed, as if they were wild animals 
and 


Riley had lost his mind. For a moment Riley didn’t know 
what to say, 


but the kittens did not have that problem. They howled at 
the way he was 


holding them, so he tried to put them down on the couch. Eli 


immediately yelped again. “That’s the couch! Don’t put 
them there! 


They’re dirty!” 


Eli had probably never stated the obvious so much in his 
life. Riley 


kind of liked it, even if he thought Eli might be about to have 
a panic 


attack. 


“Are they feral?” Eli hovered in his way, peering down at the 
two 


cats and then reacting as if their quiet mewing was the roar 
of two lions. 


He flinched and looked at Riley with shock all over his face. 
“Did they 


scratch you?” 


Riley’s fingers were stinging with a dozen tiny puncture 
wounds 


and stripes, but he felt like he’d survived a brutal stabbing 
when Eli gave 


him that sorry, wounded look. 


“They’re a little feral,” he admitted in a quieter voice than 
he’d 
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meant to use and spent a second wondering if that was why 
Eli frowned 


at him. 


“What does that even mean? Why do you have kittens, 
Riley? 


When you left here you didn’t have any kittens and now, 
now you have 


kittens.” 


“Wow.” It was really all there was to say to that. He’d never 
seen 


Eli like this. He looked completely thrown by the sight of two 
half- 


starved baby cats. Riley lifted his arms to hold them up to 
Eli’s eye level 


and watched Eli focus on them. 


“I found them in the garbage when | went to take out the 
trash and 


recycling you left outside.” He knew he had Eli’s attention 
from the way 


Eli wet his mouth at the word garbage. “| don’t think they’ve 
been on 


their own longer than a day or two.” He took a deep breath. 
“Look, | 


know you probably don’t want them here, but | couldn’t 
leave them out 


there.” He would beg if it meant keeping them here until he 
could find 


them homes or take them to a shelter. Hopefully a no-kill 
shelter. He 


thought there was one in one of the suburbs just outside of 
town. 


“In the garbage?” Eli repeated on a warm exhale. His eyes 
met 


Riley’s. “Who would do that?” He looked at Riley as if he 
really wanted 


an answer, as if the possibility that someone would abandon 
something 


helpless had never occurred to him before. Maybe it hadn't. 
Eli was from 


one of those suburbs, after all, one of the cleaner, wealthier 
ones. 


It should have been annoying how naive Eli was about stray 


animals, of all things, but Riley could only think how he kind 
of wanted 


to keep Eli that innocent forever. 


But the kittens squirmed again, swiping out toward Eli, who 
backed 


away. Riley turned and, for lack of a better place, set them 
both on the 


kitchen floor. He could sense Eli hovering uncertainly behind 
him for 


another few seconds, and then he knelt down with him to 
watch them. 


The kittens were both black and white, though the bigger 
one was 


mostly black and had a fluffier coat. The smaller one had a 
white 


underbelly that was coated in so much dirt it looked almost 
brown, and 


white paws and a white face except for the dotting of black 
beneath its 


nose. They both had tails that looked cropped, and they 
were both 


looking back at the two of them with wide, frightened eyes. 


Riley had a feeling Eli’s expression was about the same. It 
made 


him want to smile so much his cheeks hurt. 


“What happened to their tails?” Eli was practically pressed 
against 
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his back. Alarm was rough in his voice. Riley reached back 
to reassure 


him, then stopped when he realized his hand was on Eli’s 
knee and that 


Eli was looking to him to explain something. He tried to 
think so his 


words could come out how he wanted them to. 


“They were probably born that way. It happens to some 
cats.” He 


cleared his throat when Eli did not seem calmed by that 
information, 


then lowered his voice and leaned back. “Relax, okay?” 
“Relax?” Eli demanded. He wasn’t pulling away from Riley’s 


hand, Riley couldn’t help but notice. “Relax,” he asked 
again, “with my 


allergies?” 


This was the first Riley had heard of any cat allergies, and 
he 


twisted to get a look at Eli, but Eli wasn’t flushed, wasn’t 
breaking out in 


hives, wasn’t even sneezing. He was studying the kittens 
with a kind of 


horrified curiosity until he noticed Riley staring at him. Then 
he frowned 


and huffed a breath. 


“Could you be any more hysterical?” Riley’s ability to be 
sarcastic 


seemed to have left him. He was quiet and he knew he was 
still smiling. 


“They’re just kittens.” 


Eli huffed again. “They could be diseased!” He pointed at 
the two 


cats and they renewed meowing. Eli spoke louder, as if he 
had to win the 


argument he and the cats were apparently having, and then 
turned to 


Riley. “They could have worms!” 


Riley had never wanted to smile and roll his eyes at the 
same time, 


but out of everyone and everything in the kitchen right now, 
Eli was the 


one puffing up and trying to hiss. His eyes narrowed when 
he saw Riley 


grinning at him, so Riley tried to be serious. 
“Calm down. What do you want me to do, put them back out 


there?” He thought of the soggy cardboard box that had 
probably been 


what the kittens had been dumped in. They were no more 
than two 


months old, if that, and small. Someone had probably given 
up on 


finding them a home and decided to get rid of them. He 
scowled at the 


thought, but he didn’t have to say anything because Eli 
obviously hadn't 


forgotten that the kittens had been thrown out like trash. 


Eli’s lips parted. Riley tried not to stare at them or notice 
how soft 


and red they were. 


“But they would starve to death,” Eli protested. Riley 
reached out 


again. When his hand landed on Eli’s knee for the second 
time, Eli 


looked at him with need all over his face. Riley had to take a 
moment to 
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remember that Eli needed him to answer a question and 
that was all. 


“That’s why | need to feed them,” Riley told him as gently 
as he 


could, grateful when the mention of food made Eli blink and 
finally, 


finally stop acting like Riley had brought dangerous killers 
into the 


house. He leaned back enough to let Riley breathe. 


“Food. Okay. | can handle that much.” Eli pulled away from 
Riley and 


got to his feet. A second later he was pulling a tuna steak 
from the fridge. 


“Are you serious?” Riley gaped at him and regretted it when 
Eli 


clutched the container of fish to his chest and got defensive. 
“They need protein. | thought cats liked fish.” 
“They’re kittens.” Riley tried to object, he really did, but Eli 


looked so determined and stern, and it was his tuna steak, 
after all. At 


least Eli took his mild protest seriously. 


“Well I’m all out of breast milk, Riley.” Eli was just being 
Sarcastic 


now. “What do you suggest?” 


“Tam not even going to go there with that image.” Riley 
realized 


he was whispering as if he was afraid to spook Eli. He was 
also still 


having a hard enough time keeping the bemused smile from 
his face. 


Luckily, the expectant faces of the kittens helped him stay 
on track. 


“What about regular milk?” 


Eli stopped without opening the container of tuna and then 
stared 


into the fridge. “All | have is non-fat. Wait. | have whipping 
cream.” He 


held up the pint. “It’ll have to do.” 


Riley stood up and accidentally scared the babies into the 
corner, 


but it let him move enough to get into a cabinet for one of 
Eli’s soup 


bowls. Eli made a noise behind him, but when Riley turned 
he was biting 


his lip. He didn’t say anything when Riley put the bowl on 
the floor. 


“I will get them something better to eat tomorrow,” Riley 
promised 


him. “And l'Il wash the bowl.” He took the pint from Eli and 
crouched 


back down to pour the cream. 


The kittens must have been starving, because it didn’t take 
longer 


than a minute for both to approach the bowl and start 
lapping it up. They 


went to town with little growls and a swipe at his hand when 
he didn’t 


pull it away fast enough. He handed the rest of the whipping 
cream up to 


Eli, who put it away and then hesitated before dropping to 
his knees. He 


waited a second before leaning in closer again, and then he 
exhaled. 


“They’re so little. Who would do that to anything so 
harmless?” 
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Once again, Eli was almost pressed to Riley’s side. He was 
warm, 


though Riley couldn’t feel much of him with his leather 
jacket in the 


Way. 


“Bad people.” Eli was smarter and deserved a better 
answer, but 


when Riley looked over, Eli looked like he was taking him 
very 


seriously. His expression hardened until Riley almost felt 
sorry for 


whoever had dumped the cats if Eli ever found them. Eli 
came froma 


family of rich doctors, and he was a lawyer specializing in 
tax law. He 


would probably sic the IRS on them. 


Riley wanted to touch him again, even just his knee, but 
didn’t 


move. He tried another question instead. “How are your 
allergies?” 


Eli glanced down at himself and then back up in a quick, 
alarmed 


inventory. Then he blinked, and his expression seemed more 
confused 


than anything. 


“Any redness? Itching?” Riley wondered out loud, though Eli 
was 


obviously already noticing his total lack of an allergic 
reaction. “Maybe 


you aren’t allergic to cats.” 
“But growing up, my mom always said | couldn’t have a pet 


because....” Eli trailed off and met his gaze before jumping 
to his feet. “l 


need to call my mother.” 
Riley stared after him for another second. “Tell her | said hi.” 


It earned him a Look. They both knew, even though Eli 
usually 


denied it, that Eli’s parents hated Riley. It could have been 
his tattoos, or 


his job of giving other people tattoos, but Riley had a feeling 
it was 


probably the proudly homosexual part of him they didn’t 
like. They 


probably thought he was out to get their precious baby boy. 


Riley watched Eli pacing by the front door as he called his 
mother, 


and then remembered Eli’s warm, melting reaction to the 
kittens and let 


out a breath. Eli’s parents had a point there. 


Of course, Eli’s parents had yet to accept, or figure out, that 
Eli 


was gay, and Eli wasn’t about to tell them or make them see 
the obvious, 


so he probably wasn’t interested in seriously dating anyone, 
much less 


Riley. Eli didn’t even bring anyone home; he always went 
out of the 


apartment to hook up. 


Riley scowled at the thought and then tuned back in to Eli 
arguing 


with his mom. 


“No, | Know you stay awake to watch the late news, so | 
didn’t 
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wake you up. No, | haven’t called Mrs. Parker’s niece back 
yet. Mom, 


can you please focus on how you lied to me through my 
entire 


childhood? Lying isn’t nice.” 
He looked over and saw Riley’s dark expression. For a long 


moment he looked more like a hunted deer than a bear, 
then he turned 


away to growl something at his mother that ended with the 
fiercest 


“Dinner this weekend. | love you too, good-bye,” Riley had 
ever heard. 


The next moment, Eli soun around with one hand in the air 
and his eyes 


on Riley. 


“Not a word,” he warned as he came back. His color was 
high. 


“| didn’t say anything.” Riley lowered his eyebrows and 
crossed 


his arms and tried to look non-judgy even if he felt a little 
judgy. 


“You don’t know them.” Eli was staring at the kittens when 
Riley 


turned to look at him. He was motionless, but Riley didn’t 
think he was any 


calmer. Eli’s mother didn’t have that effect on him; guilt- 
inducing didn’t 

begin to describe her. It had probably taken all of Eli’s balls 
just to tell his 


parents he was going into tax law and not something nobler. 
Helping the 


rich stay rich was what they called it, as if they weren’t 
wealthy 


themselves. Eli’s work for non-profits and other 
organizations never 


seemed to matter to them. But though they had their own 
ideas about Eli’s 


happiness and future, they did love him. Anyone could see 
that. 


“Eli,” Riley breathed out. Eli eased back down to the floor at 
his 

side, then looked at him. Riley tried to think of the right 
thing to say. He 


wanted Eli to be happy too. “I didn’t say anything.” Maybe it 
wasn't 


what he said but how he said it, with their gazes locked and 
his tone soft, 


because after a pause Eli relaxed enough to give hima 
small, sheepish 


nod. 


Riley turned to the cats so he wouldn’t get caught staring. 
Eli made 


a sound but then looked at the cats too. 
“Riley...?” Eli began cautiously. “Is that...?” 


“Yeah.” Riley looked at the skinny one, who had finished 
eating 


and was Staring at Eli as it cleaned itself. The black spots 
under its nose 


looked like a mustache. It looked like.... 


“It looks like Hitler.” Eli said it. The kitten stopped at the 
sound of 


his voice. “It is so wrong on so many levels that | am looking 
at Cat- 


Hitler right now.” Eli’s voice rose. The kitten didn’t take its 
yellow eyes 


off him. “Cat-Hitler is staring at me.” 
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Riley controlled the urge to laugh, barely, but couldn’t stop 
his 


smile. Eli raised his head in time to see it. But though a line 
formed 


between his eyes, after a second he smiled back and looked 
back down 


at, as he called it, Cat-Hitler. 


“Do you want to pet it?” That one had claws Riley had 
already felt, 


so he reached out to the plumper one, who was still trying 
to get any 


remaining cream from the bowl. Its fur was matted and 
clumped, but it 


raised its head and then without warning plopped onto its 
side so Riley 


could scratch its belly. Someone had been kind to it once, at 
least. 


“Like this.” He gently rubbed the spot between the cat’s 
eyes and 


watched them close. The fur was warm, like the belly fat 
with milk. Eli 


barely seemed to be breathing. 


“What now?” he asked at last. It was so surprising that Riley 
froze. 


“Because | have all the answers?” He’d never thought about 


explaining anything to Eli before; not that Eli hadn’t asked, 
just that he’d 


always thought Eli was so much smarter than him. 


“You know more than | do,” Eli defended himself in a low 
voice, 


looking for all the world like he’d failed somehow. Riley 
touched his 


shoulder, rubbing a circle for a moment before Eli looked 
down at his 


hand and he remembered what he was doing. He pulled his 
hand back 


and focused on the kitten in front of him. 
“| grew up with pets, that’s all.” 


“Oh.” He heard Eli swallow. “That must have been nice. | 
guess it 


would be, | mean. Having pets around. Like a puppy or even 
a goldfish. 


Of course you can’t pet a goldfish.” 


Eli still hadn’t petted the kittens. Riley would have given up 
his 

leather jacket to see him try it, and that jacket was the first 
thing he had 


bought with his very first adult paycheck and he’d had it for 
years. 


Riley watched Eli freak out and thought about Eli as a kid, 
just wanting 


a puppy or a kitten of his very own. He frowned, then 
cleared his throat. 


“Now”—he put his hands together, startling Eli and the cats 


a“ 


— we 


clean them up a bit and go to bed, unless you want to watch 
TV first.” 


Eli was staring at him like he’d lost his mind. “What?” 


“We?” Eli sounded alarmed again, though not nearly as 
panicky as 


he had a few moments before. “Cats hate water, don’t 
they?” Eli looked 


into Riley’s eyes like he had visions of being mauled to 
death and he 


needed Riley to save him. 
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Riley wanted to pull him close and kiss it all better. He 
wanted to 


run his thumb over the line between Eli’s eyes until he 
wasn’t frowning 


anymore. He wanted to give Eli a kitten and be there to 
watch him raise it. 


He sucked in a breath at the thought and kept his hands to 
himself 


with a lot of effort. 


He moved quickly to get away from temptation and to grab 
a 


dishtowel and wet it with warm water. It occurred to him in 
the next 


second that a wet towel wasn’t going to do much good, so 
he put the plug 


in the sink and filled it with enough tepid water to splash it 
around a little. 


“You don’t need soap?” Eli was up and peering over his 
shoulder. 


His breath tickled Riley’s neck. Riley shivered and looked up, 
startled 


fora moment at how close they were. This time Eli blinked 
and pulled 


away first. He knelt down and awkwardly reached out to pat 
the head of 


the plumper kitten. 


“No.” Riley’s tone was too warm and he knew it. “Eli.” It was 
a 


whisper, so he shook his head and tried to do better. “We 
don’t have any 


soap that’s safe for them to lick off, so no. Eli, can you... 
hand mea 


kitten, please?” 


“Okay.” Eli didn’t sound so sure. He took a second to 
obviously 


marshal his thoughts and then scooped up the bigger one 
and held it out 


away from his body and face as he stood up and handed it 
over. 


“It’s not a grenade, Eli,” Riley teased quietly and grinned 
when Eli 


told him to shut up without any force in his voice at all. Riley 
took the 


cat, then stopped and handed it back to a worried Eli before 
Stripping off 


his jacket and setting it aside. He took the kitten back and 
held it by the 


scruff of the neck as he splashed some water on it and went 
to work 


gently wiping off the worst of the dirt. 


The kitten flailed out with its little paws and then went still 
and 


only whined at him as he rubbed it all over with the wet 
towel. Riley was 


grateful. A fighting cat wouldn’t have done Eli any good. 


Eli was looking from Riley to the kitten and then back again. 
“Do 


you need another towel?” He didn’t wait for an answer 
before running to 


the bathroom and coming back with a huge bath towel. It 
was one of his, 


not Riley’s. He held it up, only to look surprised when Riley 
pressed a 


wet kitten into his hands. 


“I can’t! It’s wet! It’s through the towel! It’s through the 
towel, 


Riley!” It wasn’t quite a howl, but it was close. Eli hurriedly 
wrapped the 


kitten up like a mummy in the terrycloth and then went 
completely still 
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when Riley stepped in to help. He put his hands over Eli’s, 
meaning to 


show him how to move the towel through the kitten’s fur 
but running a 


soothing touch up Eli’s arms instead. The air was hot and 
wet, and both 


the kitten and Eli were shivering. 


Riley raised his eyes to meet Eli’s and almost couldn’t 
breathe 


when he saw how wide they were. “Like... like this.” He 
moved his 


hands back down to guide Eli and used the towel to wipe at 
the little 


mewling face until it was fluffy. “It’s scared.” 


“Yeah, | can see that.” Eli rolled his eyes but didn’t raise his 
voice. 


After a pause he took over, gently fluffing up fur and 
Supporting a 


squirming kitten at the same time. 


“Look at you.” Riley realized he hadn’t stepped back and 
quickly 


did so. “You’re a natural.” 


“You're teasing me.” Eli scowled and wiped at each kicking 
foot as 


best as he could before looking over again. “You really think 
so?” 


“Eli, you have no idea. Give me that.” Grabbing the kitten to 
put it 


back down on the floor was safer than answering. Riley 
grabbed kitten 


number two and immediately had a struggle on his hands. It 
might have 


been smaller, but this one was a fighter. He got it in the 
water for not 


even a second before it was kicking and reaching for the 
ledge to pull 


itself out. He tried talking to it in a low voice, which didn’t 
work, and 


holding it down on the countertop instead of in the sink, 
stopping when 


the white fur seemed whiter and when the kitten got away 
from him and 


took off toward Eli. 


He couldn’t stop it in time. Eli froze and then gasped when a 
wet, 


desperate kitten climbed, claws out, up his shirt and then 
clung to his 


shoulders. 


Riley froze too. He wasn’t sure what had Eli more frightened, 
the 


wet, dirty mess soaking into his shirt or the scared, 
Shivering, dangerous 


baby cat with its claws in the back of his neck. 
“I'll just....” Riley grabbed the towel and moved in. 
“Yes, please.” Eli nodded and then winced. “Now.” 


Riley used to the towel to grab the wet body and ignored 
the 


plaintive cries as he gently pulled the kitten off, claw by 
claw. Eli made a 


pained noise at the last one. 


“I think she likes you,” Riley tried as he finally pulled the cat 
free. 


He rubbed it down quickly and then let it go before turning 
to face Eli. 
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“You're her safe place...,” he started to add, only to forget 
everything he 


was Saying. Eli was struggling to pull his shirt off, yanking at 
buttons 


and trying to pull it over his head at the same time. 


Riley had seen Eli shirtless before; of course he had, they 
were 


roommates. But usually Eli was too self-conscious to stay 
like that for 


long. Riley’s gaze wandered from his shoulders and the 
always 


Surprising hints of muscle in Eli’s arms to the broad swatch 
of chest hair 


that narrowed down at Eli’s hips into something much more 
than any 


weak “treasure trail.” His skin was pale and untouched by 
the sun and he 


was just a little damp. His stomach looked so soft. 


Riley looked up a second too late as Eli got the shirt off. His 
mouth 


was open and he was breathing hard. Eli’s disgruntled frown 
stayed in 


place when he stopped moving, then changed the longer 
Riley kept 


staring. Riley did his best to shut his mouth and then put his 
hands down 


at his sides. His shirt was wet too. He would have taken it off 
if he 


thought it would do any good. 


He reached for the hem anyway, and Eli suddenly burst into 
motion 


again, dropping his arms to put his wet shirt over the curve 
of his 


stomach. “We can’t all live at the gym,” he offered with a 
grimace and 


turned around. “lIl just go change.” 


“Eli!” Riley practically shouted it and swore at himself when 
Eli 


disappeared into the bedroom as if he hadn’t said anything. 
“Eli.” He 


took a step toward Eli’s bedroom, right next to his, but 
stopped when Eli 


came back out in his Einstein T-shirt. Just seeing his tense 
shoulders 


made Riley feel dumb again. “Are you hurt?” 


There were bandages and ointment in the first-aid kit in the 


bathroom—Eli’s doing, of course. Riley went to get them 
without 


waiting for Eli’s response, only to lose his momentum once 
he was back 


in the kitchen. Eli wasn’t holding a grudge; he’d put more 
cream in the 


cat’s bowl and was watching them drink. 


He looked around at Riley as he came up and shrugged. “I 
did call 


it Cat-Hitler,” he joked quietly, but the words ended abruptly 
when Riley 


came up behind him and carefully pulled back the collar of 
his shirt to 


see his injuries. Eli had some hair there too, enough to make 
bandages 


painful to pull off. Riley pulled out some ointment and a 
cotton swab 


instead and lightly dabbed at each puncture and scratch. 
Thankfully, 


nothing was bleeding too seriously. 


Eli’s skin was under his fingertips. Riley still couldn’t seem 
to 
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breathe right or find the proper words. Eli only stared down 
at the cats. 


His voice rose and fell with a breathless lack of rhythm. 


“Is this how you imagined your night going?” he asked 
wryly, if 


softly, and Riley thought about being out with everyone and 
wishing he 


were back watching TV with Eli. He swallowed and shook his 
head. Eli 


probably took that to mean he was disappointed. “Oh come 
on, dinner, 


bathing psycho felines, talking about my mother, tending to 
my wounds. 


It’s what you always wanted, | know.” 


“You forgot The Daily Show and your risotto,” Riley got out 
and 


then turned away to pack up the kit and wash the ointment 
off his fingers. 


“That is true. | can cook.” Eli gave a short, not entirely 
pleased 


laugh. Riley glanced over at him before bending down to 
pick up the 


empty bowl and put it by the sink. 


“| don’t just like the food, Eli. | also like the company.” 


His phone rang the second the frightening words were out. 
Riley 


snatched his phone from his pocket and saw Chase on the 
screen. Chase 


probably wanted to know what he doing and why he’d left 
the bar so 


early. He got rid of the call and shoved his phone back in his 
pocket. 


Eli was staring at him like he didn’t know what to make of 
him. 


He’d given him the same look last year when he’d seen 
Riley trying to 


do his own taxes. 


“Thank you, by the way, for fixing me up,” Eli said, sincere 
and 


flushed around his ears in a way that made Riley feel both 
tall and strong 


and weak at the knees. “I fed them again,” Eli added 
unnecessarily and 


gestured at the two kittens, who were huddled together and 
hard at work 


cleaning their faces and paws. “Should we dry them some 
more? They 


look traumatized.” 


“Nah.” Riley had to clear his throat to speak at all. “Now 
they'll 


clean themselves like their mom taught them.” 
“So what now?” 


Riley made himself look at the kittens. He hadn’t had a plan 
when 


he’d found the kittens out by the trash cans other than 
making sure they 


were okay. He hadn’t had a pet since he’d moved away from 
home, but 


getting one, getting two now, was a lot to ask, even if he 
had a feeling 


Eli would let him keep both cats. 


That meant getting rid of them, which Riley didn’t want to 
think 


about. But he could hardly keep them without Eli’s say so, 
and that was a 


big commitment for a roommate to make. 
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Riley ran a hand through his hair. 


“I think there’s a no-kill shelter in Valley View,” he 
murmured 


finally. It was about an hour away. He’d need a car and the 
time to go, 


but he could do it. Eli had a car, but he couldn’t ask that too. 


Eli seemed to disagree. “This weekend? I’m free this 
weekend. If 


you want me to help you take them to... that place.” He 
didn’t suggest a 


regular, closer shelter, so Riley didn’t either. He nodded. 
“Okay then.” 


Eli didn’t sound very certain. Riley put his back to the 
counter and 


watched Eli watch the kittens. He was startled when Eli 
looked up at him 


with the same fascination. “I’ve never seen you like this,” he 
remarked, 


and then tore his gaze away without explaining himself. 


Riley pushed away from the counter. Eli was right; around 
him 


Riley was usually a lot less sure of himself. “I guess | 
normally don’t 


know what to say to you,” he whispered while looking at the 
plump one 


and looked up again to see Eli stock still and staring at him. 


“Really?” Eli had that perplexed, lost look on his face again, 
as if 


he couldn’t imagine how Riley would find him intimidating. It 
was both 


adorable and frustrating. “Why? You’re all... you.” Eli waved 
up and 


down at Riley’s body, or maybe at his face, Riley couldn’t 
tell. “And 


your friends certainly never seem to have a problem 
talking.” 


“My friends are... they aren’t all like Chase. He’s an 
immature 


idiot. He’s just part of the group when I go out and to be 
honest, these 


days he gives me a headache.” 


“So it isn’t just me,” Eli remarked lightly. Riley laughed a 
little 


anyway, mostly just relieved that Eli was listening. “That’s 
why you 


came home—back—early?” 


Eli was listening, Riley realized and looked down. He didn’t 
think 


Eli was aware that the mustached kitten was delicately 
purring against 


his ankles. “In fact, he doesn’t seem to get that lately | just 
don’t want to 


do what he wants to do.” 


Eli cocked his head. “What do you want to do?” 


“Stay in.” He swallowed dryly and settled on an incomplete 
truth. 


“Watch TV.” 


“Get a herd of cats?” Eli scoffed and knelt down. The kitten 
froze, 


then sniffed his knee for a good ten seconds. “You... you 
haven't been 


bringing men back as much anymore. | was getting worried 
about your 


health.” He put out a hand and got nipped, which seemed to 
startle him. 
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Riley stepped forward, exasperated and desperate for a new 
topic at the 


same time. 


He picked up both kittens and jerked his head toward the 
couch. 


“Might as well be comfortable while you two get to know 
each other.” 


“You don’t get to know a kitten, I’m pretty sure. How much 


personality can they have?” Eli called after him. Riley 
ignored him and 


set both damp, fluffy bundles on the couch before falling 
into it with a 


Small grunt. 
“Eli Bernstein, this is Cat-Hitler. Cat-Hitler, this is Eli.” 
“Stop calling it that. It’s too pretty to be Hitler. And it’s just 


wrong.” Eli scowled at him as he came over and sat down at 
the end of 


the couch. The kittens looked confused and lost, and then 
both of them 


made a beeline for Eli’s lap. 
“Why? Oh God, why?” Eli demanded, almost twitching with 


anxiety. The chubby one padded over his legs and then ran 
back to the 


center of the couch, but the other one stayed where she 
was, staring 


imperiously into Eli’s eyes. He was right, she was very 
pretty; the 


mustache just gave her character. 
“I told you, Eli, | think you’re her safe place.” 


“You keep saying ‘her’.” Eli reached out to do the same 
awkward 


head pat he had done before. The kitten only continued to 
regard him 


steadily, clearly wanting more from him. 


“Do you see any balls on either of them?” Riley wanted to 
laugh so 


much. 


Eli swung a wide-eyed look his way, as if girl cats were even 
more 


alarming to his sense of order and caution. “They’re young. 
Maybe they 


haven’t dropped yet?” He let his head fall back onto the 
cushions without 


waiting for a reply and studied the cat staring at him. 


Cleaned up she was a thin, dainty thing, with tiny white 
paws and 


long, curved whiskers. Only the black spots under her nose 
detracted 


from how pretty she was. Her sister had a lot more black 
and slightly 


shorter fur. She also had a completely different 
temperament. She sat 


where he’d put her and went back to cleaning her legs as if 
she was fine 


where she was. 


“It’s beautiful, but it knows it,” Eli whispered. Riley wiped at 
his 


mouth to hide the return of his smile. 


“She’s beautiful,” he corrected. “And yeah, she does. So pet 
her. 
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It’s what she wants.” 


Eli shot him another Look, this one part intrigued, part 
pissed at 


being told what to do, but he raised a hand and ran one 
finger slowly 


down the kitten’s back. She lifted her back end in delight. 
Someone had 


definitely been kind to these kittens once before tossing 
them aside. 


Riley thought it might be crueler to have been kind to them 
first, but then 


without that he wouldn’t be having this moment right now, 
watching Eli 


pet a kitten for the first time. 


Eli's expression was fierce and captivated as he repeated 
the 


gesture, sliding a fingertip ever so gently down the slender 
body, and 


when the kitten responded again, Eli’s lips parted. He trailed 
his finger 


back down the kitten’s spine until she curved her tail at him 
and moved 


her face to follow his hand. 


After a few minutes of staring too intently, Riley made 
himself 


look down and gently rub the warm, furry belly of the 
second cat, who 


rolled over onto her back, submissive and happy about it. 
The way she 


was lying, she looked like a fat black bean. 


“I always thought that pets help make a home.” When Riley 
Said it, 


Eli went quiet. Riley glanced over to find Eli watching him 
pet the other 


kitten. His throat tightened. 


“My mom used to say that whenever we’d drag some 
animal home. 


‘Pets make a house a home.’ Except for snakes. She drew 
the line at 


Snakes.” 


Eli seemed fascinated, or horrified. “Drew the line at 
snakes? What 


else did you have?” He was usually concerned with manners 
and prying 


too much. Maybe now he was too distracted by the cats to 
care, not that 


Riley was offended. He was happy to keep talking. He felt 
like he could 


talk to Eli about anything now and not sound too stupid. 


Riley glanced over again. “My sisters had some turtles, 
some fish. 


A lizard. Hamsters, of course. My brother had a rabbit. Then 
there was 


Buster, our dog since | was two, and a few cats.” 


He thought Eli would be alarmed at that, but Eli bit his lip 
and 


looked thoughtful before offering a small smile. “It sounds 
like chaos.” 


“Controlled chaos, but yeah.” Riley shrugged, because he 
didn’t 


want to imagine the kind of house Eli’s family lived in, but 
he’d bet it 


was clean and hypo-allergenic and without even one of 
those creepy 


hairless dogs. 
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Eli surprised him again by letting out a breath. “That sounds 


wonderful.” Riley looked over without thinking. 


“You could have that if you want it.” He didn’t mean to 
sound so 


serious and quickly went back to petting the plump little 
sweetheart 


rolling toward his leg. 


“Me? I can’t even stop organizing my Tupperware.” Eli 
moved for 


another shrug and then finally smoothed his whole hand 
down over the 


small cat body on his lap. When he tried it again, his kitten 
rubbed her 


face on his fingers to claim him. 


“| like it that way.” Riley shrugged too but couldn’t shut up. 
He 


felt warm all over. “It’s easy to find stuff.” 


“Some people would say | worry too much. Or I’m anal.” Eli 
let 


out a long breath but didn’t seem to notice that he was now 
gently 


scratching the kitten under her chin. “I can’t even handle a 
baby cat,” he 


said mournfully. He sounded so upset about it that Riley 
spoke without 


thinking. 


“I like you like that,” he murmured, and then lowered his 
gaze 


when Eli turned toward him. “You’re the best roommate 
ever, is what | 


mean. You're quiet and you listen and you don’t treat me 
like I’m 


stupid.” 
“People treat you like you’re stupid?” Riley could hear the 


displeasure and surprise in Eli’s voice and looked up. 
“Haven't they seen 


your work?” 


Riley went speechless. He actually forgot his words for a 
moment 


and just let his gaze openly skip over Eli’s body before 
looking back into 


his eyes. Riley designed tattoos because he was good at it, 
though he had 


other sketches he’d sometimes left out around the house. 
Somehow he 


didn’t think Eli was talking about those, not from the way Eli 
glanced at 


some of his visible ink and then away as his ears got slightly 
pinker. 


Riley’s tats were all his own designs except for his first one, 
a 


faded version of a dragon on the inside of his forearm that 
he’d gotten 


when he was younger, thinking it was cool. The rest were 
more abstract 


twists on things he’d read or seen, with colors used 
Sparingly. 


Eli didn’t have tattoos—not with his parents, or his heritage 
—but 


Riley had never been bothered by that. Eli shou/dn’t have 
tattoos; there 


shouldn’t be anything that spoke of pain on him. It was a 
silly idea, but 


Riley liked him as he was, as if having no ink meant he was 
pure, or old- 


fashioned, or sacred. He knew it was stupid, but the idea of 
Eli being 
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uninterested in tattoos had lingered because unlike the 
people who used 


his tattoos as a way to strike up a conversation with him, Eli 
had never 


expressed any interest in his artwork. 
But maybe he was wrong. Maybe Eli had noticed and been 


interested, impressed even. 


“You like my tattoos?” He knew there was astonishment in 
his 


voice. Eli gave him a mild frown that said he thought Riley 
was being 


Slow. Then the pink spread down from his ears to most of his 
neck. 


“They’re incredible. Not that | like that look on everyone. 
But they 


make you look....” Despite coughing between every few 
words, his 


voice got strangled. While he waited, Riley spread his 
fingers out over 


the fur on the kitten’s warm belly and heard it meow in 
approval. Then 


Eli finally got his thoughts out. “You know how you look.” 
Riley shook his head. It was the best he could do. 
“You're....” Eli took his hand off the kitten but didn’t look up. 


“You're pretty, Riley. You’re sexy.” He made a tsk sound and 
then 


rolled his eyes. “I Know you know that. Your dates have told 
you often 


enough how hot you are.” 


“Eli.” Riley breathed out and then stopped as something 
occurred 


to him. “You could hear that?” There was a wall between 
their 


bedrooms. Evidently not a very thick one. 
Eli suddenly resumed petting the kitten. “I got earplugs!” he 


defended himself a moment later. “And you're /oud. | 
couldn’t help it.” 


Riley was loud, he knew that. He just hadn’t known that Eli 
had 


known it too, or that he’d been listening on his side of the 
wall. “You 


perv,” he teased first, more on reflex than anything. It made 
Eli mumble 


something about his earplugs again. Then Riley had another 
thought. No 


wonder Eli didn’t bring anyone home; he’d known Riley 
would hear it. 


“That’s so unfair. | never got to hear you.” 


“Anyway.” Eli was going to start hissing again in a minute, 
just like 


a wet, pissed off kitten. “It doesn’t matter lately, because 
you've been 


staying in a lot. And | really do wear the earplugs now.” 


That now was the most tantalizing word Eli had ever spoken. 
Eli 


thought he was hot, Riley repeated to himself, and Eli had 
been listening 


to him with other men, and judging from his furious blush, it 
had turned 


him on. He wished he’d known that before. The things he 
could have 


said, done, to get Eli excited. 


BUTTERBEAN AND THE PRETTY PRINCESS MAKE A HOME | 
137 


Had Eli been jealous too? Riley would have been if he’d 
heard Eli 


with someone else. He would have been driven out of his 
mind with it, 


knowing Eli was so close and coming with another man. 


“No fair,” he said again in a croak and watched Eli go still 
and give 


him a thoughtful, cautious, E// look. 


“I’m not as loud as you,” Eli answered at last, flicking that 
look 


away and then back again carefully. Eli wou/d flirt carefully. 
Riley 


should have realized that before. Eli could have flirted with 
him back in 


those early days and he wouldn’t have known it. 


To make up for lost time, Riley took a deep breath and tried 
to 


answer in the same tone. 


“I guess l'Il have to find out for myself.” He took a second to 
act as 


if he was just now thinking about what kinds of sounds Eli 
might make 


in bed for the very first time. Eli twisted to stare at him, 
looking startled, 


then curious, not that he asked what Riley was thinking. 


Too bad, because Riley had always imagined that the 
smallest 


Swear word from Eli would sound like the filthiest dirty talk 
ever heard 


outside of porn. 


“I call people ‘baby’,” Eli blurted out, wincing. He stared 
down at 


the kitten when Riley said, “What?” in an honestly shocked 
voice. 


“I can’t help it,” Eli went on and smiled through his obvious 


embarrassment. “I call everyone baby, even though | know 
their names. 


It just... comes out.” 


“Wow. | was not expecting that.” Riley took a moment, but 
he 


couldn't fight his amusement. “Baby.” He knew it was 
ridiculous, but 


somehow he didn’t think he’d mind. “What about ‘Babe’?” 


“So much ‘Babe’.” Eli was grinning and ashamed at the 
same time. 


Riley laughed out loud. “I use their names too,” Eli assured 
him in the 


next second, as if the damage hadn’t been done. 


“Maybe it’s a good thing you haven’t ever gotten to name a 
pet.” 


Riley tried and failed to be serious. 


“Oh really?” Eli put his shoulders back. “Every pet you’ve 
owned 


had a brilliant, original name?” The kitten on his lap wasn’t 
settling 


down, but she wasn’t moving either, maybe because it was 
clear that 


while Eli didn’t know what to do with her, he was willing to 
keep petting 


her. 


“Yeah,” Riley agreed, then sighed because he had to be 
honest. 
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“Our first cat’s name was Kitty— Mama Kitty,” he specified 
over Eli’s 


Snort. “But my cat, the first pet that was really mine, was 
Orange. He 


was gray.” 


Instead of bursting into laughter, Eli gave him a long look of 
disbelief. 


“You can’t just name a pet anything you want.” 
“Eli, you can do anything you want to.” Riley sounded too 


emotional and he knew it, not that Eli seemed upset. After a 
few 


moments, he exhaled and angled his head down. Riley 
didn’t think he 


was looking at his kitten, even if she was meowing to let 
him know he 


had stopped petting her and could he start petting her again 
please, now. 


“So, theoretically, if a cat reminded someone of something, 
Say... a 


pretty princess? That name wouldn’t be too weird?” He 
rubbed gently at 


one side of the kitten’s face, and she stopped whining to 
appreciate the 


moment. 


Riley couldn’t breathe. If he breathed, he might laugh or say 
or do 


something stupid and he couldn’t, wouldn’t, do that to Eli. 
There were 


teasing remarks on the tip of his tongue, but he had heard 
that whispered, 


shy hope in Eli’s voice and shivered as if he could feel it on 
his skin. 


Eli had never had a pet before, never gotten to name one 
and keep 


it for his very own. Riley looked down at his T-shirt, at 
Einstein and the 


words Anyone who has never made a mistake has never 
tried anything 


new, and then looked back up. 


“Eli.” He didn’t want to spook him so he kept his voice low. 
“Eli.” 


“Stupid?” Eli asked before facing him. The word trailed off 
into 


nothing, as it should have. Riley shook his head without 
taking his eyes 


from Eli’s face. 


“| like it.” If Riley moved over, if he scooted the chubby 
kitten out 


of his way and if Eli didn’t pull away, he’d be close enough 
to kiss him. 


He leaned in aS much as he could and felt a rush of heat 
when Eli turned 


his head toward him. 

Eli licked his lips. “But it’s silly.” Riley could almost hear Eli’s 
parents in the words. “It’s soft.” 

“| like silly,” Riley whispered back. “I like soft.” He curled his 


fingertips into a warm, furry kitten belly and watched Eli’s 
eyes widen. 


His mouth moved. 


“No you don’t,” he said finally, only to go still when Riley 
frowned 


and shook his head again. 
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“I like it a lot, Eli.” He was barely even scratching the 
surface of 


how much he liked it. Eli stared at him. 
“You like when I nag you about trash and how | don’t go out 


nearly as much as you, so of course I’m here when you 
bring some other 


stupidly hot man home with you? You like it that | haven’t 
told my 


parents yet that I’m gay?” he questioned tightly and then 
put his hand 


back where the kitten could get at it. She licked his fingers 
before 


rubbing her face all over him again. “When you first moved 
in, | tried.... 


But your friends.... Chubby, hairy, constantly worrying Jews 
aren’t the 


kind of thing you should like.” 


Eli’s face was a hard glare and trembling, full lower lip. If 
this 


were a movie, this would be the moment Riley would move 
in closer and 


kiss him to shut him up. He raised his hand and ran his 
thumb along the 


edge of Eli’s soft, soft mouth. 


“You really think I’m stupidly hot?” He couldn’t help it, but 
Eli 


only rolled his eyes. His cheeks were ruddy. 


“Yeah,” he admitted after a pause, glancing away and then 
back at 


him. Most people never got to see the determined frown he 
leveled at 


Riley now that said Eli could do anything, like he had no fear 
at all. “Yes.” 


Riley couldn’t hear, his heart was so loud in his ears. He 
shut his 


eyes, then opened them. “Eli,” he began in a shaky voice 
and caught his 


breath a second before Eli slid over and drew him in for a 
kiss. 


Their mouths barely touched. There was a single moment of 
warm 


breath and the sensation of Eli’s lips parting under his, and 
then Eli 


yelped and pulled back and picked up the kitten on his lap, 
or tried to, 


but her claws were stuck in his pants. 


Riley hoped they were just in his pants. Eli was swearing, 
and the 


kitten looked freaked. Riley hopped forward, pushing his 
lazy little 


buttered bean out of the way so he could save Eli’s... save 
Eli. 


He winced in sympathy as he got each claw unstuck, but Eli 


seemed okay when Riley finally got the kitten free. The 
Pretty Princess 


had ruffled fur but seemed undeterred in her quest for love, 
because she 


sat against Eli’s thigh and went to work cleaning herself. 


Eli put a hand over his balls and exhaled. “That might have 
been 


the scariest moment of my life.” 


For a second there Riley had been worried that the kiss was 
all he 


was going to get and he’d be spending the night watching 
Eli ice down 


his crotch. He still wasn’t sure he’d be getting more. 
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“Would you do it again, though?” he blurted out, not caring 
now if 


Eli thought he was dumb or not. Eli squinted at him. It was 
so silent that 


Riley was abruptly aware the TV was still on, that it was 
getting late. 


Then Eli spoke. 


“At risk of life and limb and testicle, yeah, | would, if it was 
worth it.” 


“Okay,” Riley instantly answered instead of anything 
Smarter and 


urged a very agreeable little kitten to the side so he could 
come in closer 


to Eli. The Pretty Princess he left alone so he could focus on 
Eli’s 


expression as he leaned in, the wide melting eyes and the 
warm, open 


mouth. 


“Are we going to do this in front of them?” Eli was 
scandalized and 


the most adorable thing Riley had ever seen in his life. Riley 
grinned and 


pressed to a kiss to the corner of Eli’s mouth. Eli huffed but 
turned his 


head to make the kiss longer. 


“Yeah, baby, we are, and we are going to be very loud about 
it,” 


Riley whispered with his cheek to Eli’s stubble and laughed 
when Eli 


made an annoyed sound but didn’t actually object when 
Riley pressed 


him into the cushions. 


RILEY woke up on the couch, staring into the cushions and 
noticing that 


his pants were gone and that he’d been drooling onto a 
discarded 


Einstein shirt. His phone was buzzing somewhere, and he 
could also hear 


movement in the direction of the kitchen. He had cat hair in 
his nose. 


He wiped at it and rolled over to pull his pants to him so he 
could 


check his messages and the time. He was surprised to see 
Chase up this 


early, but not at the pissed tone to his texts at being 
ignored. Riley 


ignored him some more by dropping the phone and then 
shifted up and 


around to look over the back of the couch. 


Eli was showered and recently shaved and dressed for work 
ina 


plain white collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He was 
standing 


over the two kittens, who were looking up from the bowl of 
cream he'd 


probably given them and meowing for the bowl of cereal Eli 
was trying 


to eat. He was scolding them in a whisper. “Don’t wake 
Daddy Riley.” 


Riley felt his mouth turn up. 


The kittens, naturally, didn’t understand a word of that, so 
with a 


sigh, Eli went back to the fridge to get them more cream, 
struggling to do 


that and keep his cereal from spilling as they both slid 
between his legs. 
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There was no way those kittens were feral for more than a 
day. 


Riley ought to do the responsible thing and put signs up 
around the 


neighborhood on the off chance someone was missing 
them, but he just 


didn’t want to. He wanted to keep them. He missed having a 
pet but 


more than that, without those kittens he would never have 
seen this side 


of Eli. And he probably never would have gotten up the 
courage to tell 


Eli how he felt, and then Eli never would have kissed him 
and last night 


never would have happened. 


He thought of Eli’s hands on him and falling asleep against 
Eli’s 


body, then cleared his throat to get Eli’s attention. 
“Good morning.” 


Eli straightened and froze and then moved to put his bowl of 
cereal 


in the sink. He took a deep breath before looking over at 
Riley, his gaze 


sweeping slowly and seriously over the parts of Riley not 
hidden by the 


couch. That was Eli’s way of checking him out. Riley really, 
really 


should have noticed that before. He couldn’t help it that 
being around Eli 


made his brain stop working. 


He smiled and felt some of the tension leave him when Eli 
smiled 


back. 


“You slept okay?” Eli asked over the sound of kittens lapping 
up 


cream. “I didn’t want to wake you.” 


“You could have.” Riley ran a hand through his hair and 
yawned 


and smiled through all of it. 


“I will keep that in mind.” Eli rolled his eyes, but his attempt 
at 


bitchy didn’t work with how he was smiling back. If only he 
weren't so 


far away. 


At the thought, Riley leaned back and stretched and pulled 
at the T- 


shirt that had somehow stayed on him despite his best 
efforts to get 


naked last night. He looked expectantly at Eli as he did it. It 
had worked 


for a kitten, after all. 


Eli took an immediate step toward him and nearly tripped 
on a cat. 


“Your, uh, phone was ringing earlier.” Eli made it to the back 
of the 


couch unharmed but stopped once he was there. Riley tried 
not to frown. 


“Probably Chase.” He shrugged. He couldn’t care less about 
Chase 


at the moment. “So?” 


““So?’ he says.” Eli shook his head at him, but then paused 
and 


looked down, maybe watching a kitten. “So... I’ve been 
thinking.” 
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Riley went still. “Yeah?” There was a scampering sound and 
then 


the bigger kitten appeared, scrambling to get up the couch 
on its own. 


Riley twisted to scoop it up and put it down somewhere far 
away from 


his exposed dick. 


Eli coughed. “We can’t have them around here with nowhere 
to go. 


| found a mess this morning in the kitchen.” Riley was sure 
the spot had 


already been disinfected, but waited without speaking. 
“They need a 


litter box.” 


Riley should have thought of that. Well, he had, but he’d 
thought it 


might sound too permanent and scare Eli off. He nodded 
and waited 


without saying a word. Eli nodded too and rubbed at the 
back of his neck 


before he hit the scratches from the night before and 
winced and stopped. 


“So... we should get that. And some real food for them. Of 
course, 


they will need bowls for the food, and for water. And | don’t 
want them 


to tear stuff up in here, so... they will need toys too.” 
Eli had been thinking. Riley stared at him for a minute and 


wondered if the happy, hopeful warmth of him was all over 
his face. He 


did his best to ignore it if it was and to sound as serious as 
Eli did. 


“That sounds good.” He felt a furry body press against him 
and 


then a rumble that could have been hunger or the purr of a 
kitten. He 


reached out so he could hold it and felt some of his 
happiness disappear. 


He sighed. “But Eli, that’s a lot for just a few days. | don’t 
want you to 


go out of your way, or to get hurt when you give them up.” 
As far as he 


knew, they were still going to the shelter on Saturday. 


Eli’s fierce look stopped him. But his glare only lasted a 
second 


before Eli was shifting and looking incredibly uncomfortable 
all ofa 


sudden. 


“About that,” he started. Riley raised his eyebrows. 


“You've been thinking about that too?” He was almost sorry 
he’d 


missed it. Eli made a face at him but there was no anger in 
it, just nerves. 


“The thing is, you know, with my parents coming over, I’m 
going 


to be busy this weekend. | can’t drive out to Valley View, | 
think. Not 


this weekend. But Pretty Princess... | mean, they can stay 
here longer if 


that’s okay.” 


“Pretty Princess?” The grin broke out of him, and he tried to 
crawl 


up higher on the back of the couch, anything to get closer to 
Eli. The 


way his heart was pounding, he had to do something. 
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Eli was blushing. “Oh, shut up.” His princess was no doubt at 
his 


feet. For a kitten, she had a lot of sense. 


Riley spread his fingers out over his kitten’s plump belly and 


picked it up. He put it on the back of the couch. “I’ve been 
thinking 


Butterbean.” He scratched the belly and Butterbean 
stretched and curled 


into it. Eli's expression was vaguely disgruntled. 
“Butterbean?” he repeated. “That is ridiculously cute.” 
“So are you.” Riley decided to be generous, in case that was 


jealousy bringing Eli’s eyebrows together. His tone was 
embarrassingly 


fond. “In other words, it’s beyond okay with me if they stay.’ 


“Beyond okay?” Eli straightened up. His frown vanished, but 
only 


to be replaced with alarm. “My mother is going to have 
thoughts about 


that.” 
“Probably,” Riley agreed dryly. 
Eli took a minute and then carefully scratched the top of 


Butterbean’s head. He got the same amateur attempt at 
purring as his 


reward. 
“You could....” He stopped and started over. “You could help 


explain it to her. During dinner on Saturday.” 


“Me?” Riley tossed his head and neglected to mention he 
hadn’t 


been invited to dinner until that moment or that Eli was 
going to have to 


explain to his mother why Riley was there with him at a 
family dinner. 


“She hates me.” 
“But | don’t.” Eli looked into his face with that stubborn, 


determined light in his eyes. He put his hand down over 
Riley’s on top of 


the kitten. It was too much for Pretty Princess at his feet; 
Riley heard her 


start to meow and claw at the couch. Eli didn’t even seem to 
notice. 


Riley would have turned on his back to let Eli rub his belly if 
he 


could have moved. Instead he swallowed and heard himself 
speaking ina 


whisper. 


“| could dinner.” It came out more eager than he’d meant it 
to. It 


also wasn’t even a sentence, but judging from his small 
smile, Eli didn’t 


mind. Riley never had been able to think clearly around him. 


Eli waited another second, obviously debating something 
before he 


finally went on. “You don’t mind? | never saw you bring 
anyone here 


more than once.” 


Suddenly Riley got exactly why Eli had been so cautious 
with him. 
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“They weren’t you,” he answered finally and ran his hands 
through 


his hair before he looked back up. “They weren’t you, so 
why would | 


bring them home?” 
Eli licked his lips at the word home and then moved forward, 


squashing Butterbean as he leaned over the couch. He 
steadied the cat 


with one hand and put the other to Riley’s jaw, and his 
caution seemed 


so much like hope that Riley stayed right where he was. 
There was no 


reason to go anywhere else. 
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JONNO 

Emily Gould 

1. First Impressions 


BY THE end of the first day, Ethan was totally and utterly 
convinced that 


Jonno hated him. 


It would have been easier to deal with if Jonno had been 
human or 


if Jonno had been bigger than him. Some kind of terrifying 
animal, 


perhaps—a gorilla, or a rhino, or one of the big cats. 
Heading home and 


boasting to Louis that he’d got on the wrong side of a lion 
would’ve 


made him feel that working in a wildlife park was at least 
partially 


worthwhile. There were three lions in the park, but they 
spent all their 


time lying in the shade, not giving a damn. 


So instead he had to head home with a massive bandage 
wrapped 


around his hand and try his hardest not to let slip that he’d 
managed to 


make enemies with a goddamn squirrel. 
An Indian palm squirrel, to be exact. 


Jonno the Indian squirrel hated Ethan. And Ethan was more 
than 


happy to hate him right back. 


HE HADN'T really wanted the job in the first place, but Louis 
had 


started complaining about things like rent, bills, and food. 
Usually Ethan 


ignored Louis, even though ignoring Louis made him feel 
like a bad 


boyfriend. It was the simplest way to stop himself from 
Smacking his 


lover round the head and telling him to just shut the hell up 
already. But 


when it came to rent, and money, and his complete and 
utter lack of it, he 


had to admit Louis had a point. 
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So he’d started applying for jobs, any jobs. He’d felt a bit 
guilty 


when they’d offered him a post helping out at the West 
Dorset wildlife 


park, because that was the kind of part-time job reserved 
for people who 


really wanted to work with animals. He’d spun off a whole 
lot of lies at 


the interview about how much he loved chimpanzees, how 
he was 


thinking of applying for some kind of veterinary course. He 
still wasn’t 


sure whether they’d believed him or there simply hadn’t 
been anyone 


else who wanted to spend their time cleaning up animal 
poop, but either 


way he’d got the job. 


“There you go.” He’d flung the acceptance letter 
triumphantly in 


Louis’s face. “You’re going out with a park ranger.” 


“You're not a park ranger; you're a janitor at a wildlife park. 
Get 


that thing away from my laptop. | have to get these slides 
ready for 


tomorrow.” 


He’d rolled the acceptance letter into a tube and smacked it 
lightly 


on the back of those stupid blond curls that Louis kept trying 
to 


highlight. “Well, who cares? | mean, it’s a job, right?” 
“Will it pay the rent?” 

“Yeah. Well, some of the rent.” 

“Good.” 


Louis was very rarely impressed. 


He’d started about a week later, in some mud-brown 
overalls with 


the park logo stamped on the back and a pair of green 
Wellington boots 


that were just slightly too small and kept pinching at his 
feet. He’d been 


shown around the park, showed all the areas he was 
allowed in, givena 


set of keys, and then told to start getting stuff shovelled. By 
stuff, he 


found out, they meant poop, although there were all sorts of 
fancy 


animal-related words for it which sounded way better than 
they smelled. 


Two hours later, Jonno bit him. 


CYNTHIA took him to the park’s first-aid center, laughing the 
entire 


time. He didn’t want to make a fuss about it, but she 
insisted. “Ethan, 


you have no idea what kind of crazy diseases that little 
squirrel might be 


carrying. When did you last get a tetanus shot?” 


“No idea.” He collapsed moodily onto a fold-up chair outside 
the 


Small building with a red cross on the side, waiting for the 
nurse to be 


free. “Is that one of the ones they give you at school?” 
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“I mean, you're just lucky it doesn’t have rabies or 
something. | 


told you to be careful!” 
“| was careful....” He stared at his hand in horror. “Rabies? 
Seriously?” 


“Well, probably not. I think we’d have noticed if it did. They 
start 


acting a bit crazy.” 


“It can act more crazy?” He glared at her, wishing she’d 
stop 


laughing but not too sure of his place in the staff hierarchy 
to demand it. 


She probably outranked him. Everyone in the wildlife park 
probably 


outranked him, even the squirrels. 


“| did warn you not to touch the water bowl; Jonno really 
doesn’t 


like people touching his food and drink.” She looked up as 
the door 


swung back and an exhausted-looking woman came out 
holding a small 


child with a large, bright adhesive bandage on his leg. 
Cynthia stood and 


Ethan followed her awkwardly inside. 


It wasn’t much more than a single room with a screen 
blocking off 


one corner for privacy purposes, although Ethan was 
struggling to 


imagine exactly what kind of wildlife park first-aid might 
require 


privacy. There were a few cupboards and boxes full of 
random supplies 


and a shabbily-dressed man sitting behind a desk, faded 
blue sleeves half 


rolled up his arms. He didn’t look up when they entered, but 
just kept 


scribbling on one of the many papers that littered his desk. 


Cynthia waved a hand in front of his face. “Mitchell? How 
long 


does it take to write ‘Kid scraped leg on baboon enclosure’? 
We have a 


possible rabies emergency here!” 


Mitchell looked up quickly and frowned as he saw Ethan 
waiting 


with not much more than a small scratch on the side of his 
hand. “What 


happened, and who the hell is this?” 


“This is Ethan, our newest employee. He cleans the 
enclosures, and 


Jonno bit him.” 


Mitchell motioned for Ethan to sit and wearily scrubbed a 
hand 


over his face. “Cynth, | really can’t be expected to 
remember what each 


and every one of the bloody creatures is called. Who, or 
what, is Jonno?” 


Ethan sat obediently, feeling a sudden rush of respect for 
the nurse. 


Any possible ally in his war against Jonno would be 
welcomed, and it 


was nice to know that not everyone in the park saw each 
and every 


animal as a personal friend. 
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“All right, you need a tetanus shot,” Mitchell announced 
once he’d 


been given the details. “l'Il clean the bite up, but you won’t 
need much 


more for now. Just keep an eye on yourself for the next few 
days. If you 


start feeling feverish or anything, check yourself into a 
hospital.” 


“Right...,” Ethan mumbled, tugging the overalls off one 
shoulder 


to let Mitchell give the shot. He looked away as the needle 
went in. Even 


though he wasn’t great with injections, the last thing he 
wanted to do 


right now was show any kind of weakness. Mitchell swabbed 
the bite 


with antiseptic, covered it in a small piece of gauze, and 
then wrapped it 


round in layers of bandage. 


“Is, uh....” Ethan stared at the finished result, a hand that 
looked 


like it had been through some kind of major industrial 
accident. “Is all 


the bandaging necessary?” 


Mitchell cracked a small smile, the first one Ethan had seen 
all day. 


“If you’re going back to work, yes. And wear gloves. The last 
thing you 


want is anything getting into that bite and infecting it.” 


“You are going back to work,” Cynthia interjected. 


“I look like something serious happened to me!” Ethan 
waved his 


arm at them desperately. “How am I meant to tell people | 
got attacked 


by a squirrel?” 


Mitchell gave a short laugh. “Well, you can tell all the girls it 
was a 


lion.” 


There was a Slightly awkward silence after that, until Ethan 
hurried 


back to work, giving the Indian palm squirrel enclosure a 
wide birth. 


LOUIS was, as usual, not impressed. “What on earth did you 
do to 


yourself, chop your hand off?” 


“It was a bite.” Ethan tugged a beer out of the fridge and 
collapsed 


down onto the sofa, pushing his feet into Louis’s lap and 
then hastily 


removing them as Louis scowled at him and swatted them 
to make way 


for his laptop. “When you work in a wildlife park, | guess 
these things 


happen.” 


“Well, they shouldn’t have let you near any dangerous 
animals, not 


on your first day. You could probably sue them for that.” 


“I’m not going to sue them, Louis. For God’s sake, it was just 
a 


bite.” Ethan frowned at the beer; he seemed to have been 
drinking an 


awful lot of evenings lately. “I’m not going to sue them. 
They'll fire me.” 
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“You really shouldn’t be near anything dangerous. What if 
you—” 


“It was a squirrel!” Ethan interrupted, taking a deep breath 
and 


trying to get himself under control. He was feeling irritated 
and inferior, 


but shouting at Louis wouldn’t help, “Sorry, love, it was a 
squirrel, all 


right? | went too close to some sodding squirrel’s feeding 
tray, and it 


went mad and bit me.” 


Louis looked up from his work at that, staring at him with 
wide 


blue eyes. Ethan felt a tug at his heartstrings and reached 
forward to 


gently squeeze Louis’s leg, “Look, love, I’m sorry I’ve been 
so moody 


recently. And, you know, not had any money. I’ve got a job 
now, yeah? 


It'll help with the bills and get me out of the house. I’m not 
going to kick 


up a fuss about it just because some rodent’s got it in for 
me.” 


Louis’s eyes flickered back down to the computer. “You 
should be 


more careful. Some of those things have rabies, you know.” 


“I will be.” Ethan smiled at the back of the laptop. “Hey, do 
you 


want to give the work a bit of a miss tonight? Get to bed 
early? It’s been 


ages since we’ve both fallen asleep at the same time....” 


That wasn’t the only thing it had been ages since they’d 
done 


together. Ethan was having a hard time remembering when 
they’d last 


made love, and even the last few times he could remember 
hadn’t gone 


particularly well. Louis had been distant somehow and had 
fallen asleep 


soon afterward, leaving Ethan alone in the dark with his 
thoughts. 


Louis gave a Sigh. “Ethan, you know how busy | am at the 
moment.” 


“Not even one evening?” 


Louis pushed the laptop down and glared at him over the 
top of it. 


“Christ, Ethan, will you just leave it alone? Do you really 
want some 


kind of reward for getting work as a janitor? Or are you after 
a quick 


pity-snuggle because some squirrel scratched you?” 


“I don’t want you to think of it as a reward....” Ethan leaned 
back 


and closed his eyes wearily. “Look, love, | don’t want you to 
feel you 


have to do anything. | want—” He paused. The phrase “| 
want you to 


want me, more than anything” was hesitating there, right at 
the back of 


his throat, but he didn’t feel brave enough to say it. “What 
do you want?” 


“I want you to let me actually get this presentation 
finished,” Louis 


grumbled sulkily at his laptop. 


“Right, then.” Ethan pulled himself off the sofa and gave 
Louis a 


quick kiss on the top of the head. “lIl let you get on with it, 
then. Give 


me a shout if you need a drink or anything.” 
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He lay in bed for an hour staring at the ceiling. By the time 
Louis 


came in, he’d fallen asleep. 


ETHAN was back in Jonno’s cage the next day, with the little 
squirrel 


staring up at him from next to its water bowl with a 
distinctly smug 


expression. Quickly glancing around to check that no one 
was near 


enough to see him, he hissed at Jonno, “This isn’t over, you 
little shit. 


My boyfriend is all pissy at me, and | can’t stay up in the 
evenings 


waiting for him because I’ve got to wake up early and look 
after you.” 


Jonno ran his little paws over his ears and hissed back at 
him. 


“Yeah?” Ethan leaned on his shovel and glared at the 
squirrel. 


“Well, of course it’s your fault. You were the one that bit me. 
Now he 


thinks | can’t even stand up to a squirrel. Who the hell wants 
a boyfriend 


who gets bossed around by a sodding squirrel...?” 
“Ethan?” 


Ethan jumped about a foot in the air, turning guiltily and 
flushing 


when he saw Mitchell the nurse standing behind him with a 
puzzled look 


on his face. “Gah! What, where did you come from...?” 
“Were you talking to someone?” Mitchell asked slowly. 


“I was...,” Ethan paused, wondering briefly whether it was 
worth 


pretending he’d thought Cynthia was somewhere nearby. 
Wearily he 


scrubbed a hand over his face, trying to work out if it was 
possible for 


life to get any worse than this, being caught talking to an 
animal by a 


man who already had a fairly good idea of how pathetic he 
was. “I was 


threatening the squirrel.” 


“Threatening a squirrel....” Thankfully Mitchell sounded 
more 


amused than anything, although that was embarrassing 
enough. 


“Yeah, the one that bit me. | just, sorry, | had a bit of a bad 


evening. My boyfriend’s been a bit, well, | suppose it’s 
mostly my 


fault....” 


“Ah,” Mitchell said. His voice lost the humor, and he 
sounded a 


little distant. Ethan frowned at him and then suddenly 
remembered that 


he knew absolutely nothing about either Mitchell or his view 
on men 


with boyfriends. 


“So | came in here to threaten the squirrel,” he finished 
brightly, 


trying to hide the sinking feeling inside his chest. He didn’t 
want 


Mitchell to disapprove of him, although given that Mitchell 
was a trained 
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professional with a good career and fairly expensive if 
Slightly shabby 


clothing, whereas Ethan had just revealed himself as a 
queer janitor in 


overalls who talked to squirrels, disapproval was probably 
the best he 


could hope for. 


Mitchell crouched down and looked through the bars at 
Jonno, who 


was still staring back at them, fixed to the spot. “Look at 
him, little heart 


racing. You’ve probably scared the hell out of him.” 


“Good,” Ethan muttered. Mitchell was still talking to him, 
which 


he decided was a good sign. 


Mitchell shook his head. “He’s more scared of you than you 
are of 


” 


him. 


“I’m not scared of him!” It came out more defensive than 
Ethan 


had meant. “He just came out of nowhere, on my first day, 
and on top of 


everything I’ve already got going on.” He swallowed the rest 
of that 


statement; no matter what Mitchell’s views, he doubted 
anyone would be 


interested in hearing someone he'd only just met complain 
about his life. 


“So how are you managing, anyway?” Mitchell asked. 


Maybe not, then. Maybe Mitchell was interested in his 
problems. 


“Oh, you know, the usual. No money, too many bills, and as 
you 


probably overheard, | can’t make my boyfriend happy.” 
There was a Short silence and then Mitchell said in a slightly 
strangled voice, “I meant your hand.” 

“Ah....” 


“Is, uh....” Mitchell gave an embarrassed cough. “Is your 
hand all 


right? No inflammation or anything?” 
Ethan flushed, wishing he could somehow erase the last five 


seconds. “The hand is fine. A bit itchy, but | guess that’s 
because it’s 


under a bandage.” 


“Come round to the medic hut when you’re free, and I'll 
change 


it.” Mitchell’s voice had gone back to being professional 
again. “In 


normal circumstances, I’d take the bandaging off by now, 
but given that 


you’re working with, uh, animal excrement, it’s probably a 
wise idea for 


you to keep the bite covered.” 


“I can come back in after lunch,” Ethan answered, waiting 
until 


Mitchell had nodded, left, and was safely out of hearing and 
sight before 


turning back to Jonno, who was still staring at him, teeth 
bared. 


“Now look. You’ve made me look like a prat in front of 
Mitchell!” 
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Jonno hissed at him one last time before jumping suddenly 
into the 


tree in the center of his enclosure and scuttling up away 
into the leaves. 


2. Second Place 


“HE HASN'T actually bitten me again; he just always looks 
as if he’s 


going to, you know?” Ethan paced in front of the TV, 
occasionally 


taking a gulp of beer. “Even the lions don’t scare me that 
much. They’re 


pretty uninteresting, really. | mean, they just sit there, or 
walk around. 


But Jonno, he’s constantly moving. Every time I turn my 
head the little 


bugger’s moved. Never stays still.” 


Louis snapped his laptop shut with an audible noise that 
made 


Ethan jump. “Ethan, for goodness sake!” 
“W-what?” 


Louis picked up his laptop and stood, glaring at him. “You’ve 
spent 


every night, and | mean every night, for the last four days 
bitching about 


that stupid squirrel. I’m starting to dread the weekend. | 
don’t think | can 


cope with the idea of spending two days listening to you.” 


Ethan stared at him, feeling a horrible sinking sensation 
inside. 


“You're dreading spending the weekend with me?” 


“Would you just /isten, Ethan, just for once, to what I’m 
actually 


saying? Of course | want to spend the weekend with you, | 
just don’t 


want to—” 


“Do you?” Ethan interrupted. “Seriously, Louis, | mean it. If 
you 


could spend this weekend not doing any work and spending 
the whole 


time with me, would you?” 
“Of course | would,” Louis snapped. 
“You won't, though.” 


“Of course | won’t. | can’t. You know how busy | am.” Louis 
gave 


a sigh, slumping a little and sitting back down. “God, Ethan, 
we seem to 


spend so much time arguing lately.” 


Ethan suddenly realized he could hear his heart hammering, 
and it 


seemed to be going far too quickly and too loudly. “What— 
what are you 


saying?” 


“| dunno....” For a moment Louis sounded less like the 
smart, 


business-minded man he’d become and more like the 
awkward punk 
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Ethan had met at university. Back then he’d dyed his hair 
green instead 


of blond and owned a radio rather than a laptop. 
It had been a long time ago. It seemed even longer. 


There were a few moments of awkward silence where Louis 
stared 


at the floor and Ethan stared desperately at Louis. Then 
Louis gave a sigh. 


“I need to get this work done. Look, how about we try to 
make a 


date one evening this weekend, okay? On Saturday night, 
we can both go 


out somewhere. Then maybe we can, | don’t know, talk 
about stuff.” 


“Talk about stuff,” Ethan managed, his voice sounding very 
strange. 


Louis still wasn’t looking him in the eye. “Things we could 
do, you 


know, to spend more time together. To get back together 
again. To start, 


well, enjoying being with each other.” 


“Oh. Yes.” His voice this time was so quiet Ethan was 
amazed it 


sounded like anything at all. 


Louis looked up at him and managed a brief smile. “Well, | 
should 


try and get this work finished. l'Il see you Saturday evening, 
take you 


out somewhere really nice.” 
“I can take you out now. | have a salary.” 


The smile disappeared, and Ethan realized with dismay that 
they 


were falling back down into another argument. Quickly, he 
strode over 


and gave Louis a peck on the cheek. “Whatever you fancy, 
love. I’m 


heading to bed now. Busy day tomorrow!” 


MITCHELL dropped down in the seat next to him, distracting 
Ethan 


from his thoughts. “Hey, how’s it going?” 
“My hand’s been fine for ages.” 


“No... how are you? You’ve been staring down at your lunch 
for 


the last half hour.” Mitchell pulled three droopy-looking 
Sandwiches out 


of his bag. “I didn’t think pasta was that interesting.” 


Ethan sighed and poked the food with his fork. “Just didn’t 
have 


such a good night.” 
“Ah. It wasn’t Jonno, then?” 


“What? No.” Ethan inwardly swore as he realized he still had 
to 


clean out the palm squirrel’s cage that afternoon. “Just, well, 
trouble at 


home. You probably aren’t interested.” 
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“Try me.” Mitchell tugged the plastic wrap off his 
sandwiches and 


gave Ethan a grin. “What, | can’t be interested in your 
personal life?” 


“It’s not that fascinating. | had another argument with my 
boyfriend 


last night. We’re going out on Saturday to, quote, ‘talk about 


1m 


things’. 


“That sounds serious.” Mitchell seemed genuinely interested 
and, 


heartened, Ethan continued. 


“That’s the thing. | don’t think it is. This isn’t the first time 
this has 


happened, and each time we never really sort anything out. 
We tell each 


other what pisses us off, then we get angry and argue about 
it, then we 


apologize and find some excuse to go to bed at different 
times. Nothing 


changes, nothing gets sorted out.” Ethan took a breath. 
Even though this 


was a bit awkward to talk about, it somehow felt good to get 
it off his 


chest. He stared determinedly at his pasta. It felt less 
embarrassing 


addressing his problems to a piece of cheese-covered 
pepper. “It feels 


like having a sword hanging over my head. Every time he 
speaks, I’m 


terrified he’ll break up with me, but part of me just wants 
that to happen, 


just to get it out of the way. At least that would reso/ve 
something.” 


“Sounds shite.” 


“Yeah... and on top of all that, | have to clean that bloody 
squirrel 


enclosure out again this afternoon. | might just lie down and 
let him bite 


my throat out.” 


Mitchell smothered a laugh. “I’m not sure squirrels usually 
go for 


the throat.” 
“This one would,” Ethan said darkly. 


“Well, I’m not doing anything this afternoon, and the place 
is fairly 


empty. | can come along for back-up if you like. Watch your 
back in 


case Jonno the killer vampire-squirrel jumps you.” 


Ethan smiled at that, imagining Jonno with red glowing eyes 
and 


Sharp little teeth. “Yeah, all right. Shouldn’t you be at your 
medic tent, 


though, in case someone falls into the alligator pit or 
something?” 


“I'll take my mobile with me. If anyone needs me, they can 
Call 


” 


me. 


THERE was no sign of Jonno as Ethan carefully made his way 
into the 


enclosure. Instead, there was another palm squirrel in the 
hutch area. It 


was fatter and smugger-looking than Jonno and had no 
problem with 


Ethan cleaning delicately around it. 
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Mitchell stayed outside the enclosure, well aware that he 
wasn't 


authorized to enter it. He watched, though, and frowned as 
he saw the 


new occupant. “Who's that?” 
“No idea.” 
“What’s happened to your squirrel, then?” 


“Jonno isn’t my squirrel, and | don’t care. Hopefully he’s died 
or 


something.” Ethan stepped away from the hutch and 
carefully backed 


out. “Hand me the brush. l'Il just take a quick look under the 
bushes to 


check there’s no massive piles of poo there or something.” 


“We used to have an orangutan who hid bits of broken 
bottles 


under the bushes,” Mitchell commented, handing the brush 
over and then 


leaning back against the enclosure wire. “It used to sneak 
out at night 


and try to dig under the fence, then cover the digging up 
with bits of 


twig. It got about a meter deep before we managed to 
figure out—what?” 


Ethan had jumped back from the bushes with a cry and was 
looking 


ill. “Shit, Mitchell...” 


“What is it? | can’t go in there. | haven’t signed the right 
forms.” 


“Mitchell, oh God, you have to come in here, it’s Jonno....” 


“What?” Mitchell frowned, confused by Ethan’s clear 
distress. 


“Are you all right? He hasn’t bitten you again, has he?” 


“Mitchell! No—just go get Cynthia. He’s hurt....” Ethan 
crouched 


down in the bushes, reaching his hand forward to the small 
body hidden 


beneath them. Jonno looked badly scratched, and there was 
blood on the 


leaves below him, but Ethan was relieved when Jonno hissed 
at him, 


baring his teeth. Even severely injured, the little squirrel was 
still capable 


of defending himself. “Hang in there, Jonno,” Ethan 
muttered, thinking 


back to the larger squirrel that had been in the hutch. Had 
they been ina 


fight, perhaps? 


Cynthia came running over, quickly entering the enclosure 
and 


crouching down next to him, pulling her gloves on. “Oh 
dear, poor little 


thing, looks like he’s been in the wars.” 


“How did it happen?” Ethan almost couldn’t bear to look as 
she 


gently reached down to examine him, pulling out her phone 
and pressing 


the number of the park vet. “Who would hurt him?” 


“Probably the other squirrel, Princess. That didn’t go well. 
They 


were meant to be mating partners.” 


“Mating partners?” Ethan hovered over her shoulder, 
looking 
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anxiously down at the squirrel, watching the furry little body 
move with 


every breath. “Wait, are you saying Jonno got beat up by a 
girl squirrel?” 


“Well, Princess is a fully mature female, so maybe not a girl 


squirrel, but yes, they did get into a fight, and it does look 
like Jonno 


lost.” Cynthia stood up, shaking her head. “I knew that was 
a mistake. 


We've tried to get Jonno to mate before and it hasn’t 
worked, and 


Princess can get pretty scratchy when she’s roused.” She 
caught Ethan’s 


worried expression and smiled, patting his arm. “Don’t you 
worry, your 


squirrel will be fine. The vet will patch him up. We do need 
to get these 


two separated, though. Might have to send Princess back to 
the Dorset 


County Zoo.” 


“He’s not my squirrel...,” Ethan managed, turning around to 
glare 


at Princess. 
“Well, you might want to back away a bit anyway. To Jonno, 


you're a crazy food-stealing giant, and he'll only get 
stressed with you 


leaning over him.” 


Ethan frowned and quickly backed away, almost bumping 
into 


Mitchell as he made his way out of the cage. He’d never 
quite thought of 


that before, how massive he was compared to the tiny palm 
squirrel. If it 


had been him in the cage, faced with a huge alien creature 
picking up his 


only source of food, he doubted he would have had the 
courage to even 


think of trying to bite it. Jonno had gone straight for the 
attack, despite 


his fear. 


He suddenly realized that Mitchell had grabbed onto his 
shoulders 


as he’d stumbled backward, and hadn't let go yet. 


“I better stay till the vet gets here, just to make sure 
Princess 


doesn’t attack again.” Cynthia shook her head, swearing 
under her 


breath. “What a mess. | told them it wouldn’t work out yet. 
They’re just 


desperate to get him to breed.” 


“Why won’t he?” Ethan managed, trying to focus on her 
instead of 


the calm, reassuring hands gently resting on his shoulders. 


“Well, oh Lord, how do I explain this? We had two giraffes 
like it 


once. From a breeding program point of view, it’s highly 
frustrating, but 


there’s nothing that can really be done about it....” 
Ethan heard Mitchell chuckle from behind him, and his eyes 


widened as the information clicked into place in his brain. 
“Wait, are you 


saying Jonno is a gay squirreľ You had two gay giraffes? 
Does that 


even happen?” 
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“Well....” Cynthia had the grace to blush. “Not much, but it 
does 


happen.” 


“Especially with giraffes, for some reason,” Mitchell added, 
and 


Ethan couldn’t help feeling a small shred of disappointment 
as the hands 


on his shoulders dropped away. Just once it had been nice to 
feela 


reassuring touch. It seemed a long time since he’d been 
held that way, 


even platonically. 


ETHAN stayed hovering outside the vet’s for as long as 
possible, and 


Mitchell stayed with him until he was called off to attend an 
elderly man 


who'd sprained his ankle walking past the penguin pool. 
Cynthia 


eventually got fed up with him hanging around and shooed 
him away 


with a “You’re not being paid to hang around mourning over 
injured 


squirrels. Has the macaque enclosure been cleaned out 
yet?” 


He wandered back to Mitchell’s little first-aid hut at the end 
of the 


day, though, because there didn’t really seem to be 
anywhere else to go. 


He didn’t want to head home for another night of blank 
looks and raised 


voices. The only thing to look forward to was a whole two- 
day weekend 


stretching out in front of him, with one evening’s date and 
no guarantee 


that would go well. 


He sighed as he realized the accusation he’d levelled at 
Louis 


applied equally to him. If he had the choice between 
spending the 


weekend with his lover or spending it here at the wildlife 
park, he’d 


chose his work without even thinking. 


He collapsed down onto one of the chairs outside the first- 
aid hut 


and said to no one in particular, “And my work consists of 
shoveling 


shit.” 


There was the scrape of a chair from inside, and Mitchell 
stuck his 


head around the door. “What? Oh, it’s you. Give mea 
minute, I’ve just 


got to finish this report.” 


Ethan waited, sinking down in the chair and watching the 
sun, low 


in the sky and pushing its way through the trees 
surrounding the park. 


The air was still and warm, and if he closed his eyes and 
listened to 


nothing but the sound of the animals, he could almost 
imagine he was far 


away from all of this, disconnected from the world and all its 
problems. 


He heard Mitchell come out and kept his eyes closed, 
smiling 


Slightly as he felt the shadow drop across him. “Hey, Mitch.” 
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“Please don’t call me that. My ex-girlfriend used to.” 
“Mitchell, | think | need to break up with my boyfriend.” 


There was a heartbeat of silence, and then he heard Mitchell 
givea 


sigh and sit down in the chair next to him. 


“Sorry,” Ethan continued awkwardly. He kept his eyes 
closed. 


Everything seemed easier with his eyes closed; it was 
amazing he’d never 


thought of it before. “I really should stop dumping my life on 
you.” 


“No, it’s no problem at all. Just don’t expect me to advise 
you 


much.” 


“Yeah, yeah, | know not everyone likes giving advice. 
Especially 


about personal things.” 


“Well, there is that....” For some reason Mitchell sounded 


embarrassed. Ethan turned his head to face him and peeked 
under his 


eyelashes slightly, trying to work out why. “Also because 
they teach us 


in medical school to avoid giving advice where there’s a 
conflict of 


interest.” 


Ethan properly opened his eyes at that, his mouth falling 
opena 


little as he stared at a faintly blushing Mitchell. “You what?” 


“Well, I—I’m sorry, Ethan. This isn’t really what you want to 
hear 


at all when you’re splitting up with your guy.” 


Ethan felt his heart start to hammer again, half out of 
nervousness 


and half out of a strangely desperate desire. “Mitchell, I’ve 
spent the last 


three years feeling unattractive, unwanted, and, apart from 
one 


memorable moment the Christmas before last, completely 
unsexy. | 


really don’t think anything you’re about to say will be 
something | don’t 


want to hear.” 


“Fine.” Mitchell turned away from him, gazing out at the 
sunset. “| 


think you’re hot. There you go. Have from the moment you 
walked 


through the door to my first-aid room, all tanned and 
muscled and 


wearing those brown overalls and complaining about 
rabies.” 


Ethan stared at him. He’d been expecting praise, but not 
quite so 


intensely. “I thought, well, you had a girlfriend....” 


“| did. We broke up about two years ago, and before that | 
hada 


boyfriend, and he lasted even less time.” Mitchell was still 
facing 


determinedly away from him. “I came to find you that 
second day. | 


thought you’d be hanging around that squirrel place. | was 
just about to 


put the moves on you when you said you already had a 
boyfriend.” 
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“Oh.” Ethan tried to process that. Why hadn’t he realized? 
Had he 


been too wrapped up in his own problems, or simply set in 
the mindset 


that no one could possibly want him? 


“Well....” Mitchell stood up suddenly. “Now I’ve properly 
freaked 


you out, you can go back to worrying about your actual 
lover rather than 


the bloody idiot who fancies you, and l'Il go back to—” 


“Mitchell, wait.” Ethan grabbed at his arm as he moved 
away. 


“Wait. Please. I’m not freaked out. I’m, well, flattered, | 
Suppose. | just 


never realized.” 


“Really?” And finally Mitchell turned to look at him, deep 
brown 


eyes gazing into his. “I thought, well, | thought | was being 
pretty 


obvious.” 
“You'll have to be a bit more obvious in future, mate.” 
Future. 


As soon as the word left his mouth, he saw Mitchell smile. 
Ethan 


found himself smiling back. 


3. Third Time Lucky 


WHEN he talked it over later, lying on Mitchell’s sofa staring 
at the 


ceiling while Mitchell provided a sympathetic ear from the 
kitchen, 


Ethan decided he probably should have let Louis have his 
date first. 


Maybe things would have gone better if he’d let them go 
out, clear some 


air. Or maybe it would have remained a train wreck, a 
hideous disaster 


that had been far too long in coming. 


He’d broken the news to Louis as soon as he’d got home. 
Having 


worked himself up to break off the relationship, he didn’t 
want to leave 


it, didn’t want to lose his nerve. It had to end, and he 
wanted it to end as 


soon as possible. 
“Louis, | think we should stop this.” 


“Stop what?” He’d seen in Louis’s eyes then that he knew, 
but 


somehow it had to follow some kind of script. 


“This thing we have. I’m not even going it call ita 
relationship, 


Louis. It’s just a dead, decaying excuse for making two 
people 


miserable. Louis, we have to stop this. It’s going to end; it’s 
just a matter 


of time now.” 
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“You're breaking up with me....” 


“Yes.” Suddenly, with that word, it had happened. Even 
Ethan felt 


it. There was no going back from that word. 
“Sorry, you are breaking up with me!” 
Then Louis had exploded. 


“I’ve been supporting your worthless arse for the last two 
years, 


you complete shit. For the last two years I’ve been the one 
earning 


money, paying the bills, watching you drain away all my 
free time and 


energy. I’ve been looking after you, putting up with your 
friends, 


Supporting your hideously bad career decisions, staying with 
you 


because who else would? And now, after two years of it, you 
break up 


with me! Only after you’ve got yourself a job, | notice. What, 
have you 


realized you don’t need me anymore? Now you're earning 
your own 


money, you can finally leave me for good?” 

“Louis, this has nothing to do with me earning money....” 
“Ethan, get the fuck out of my house right now.” 

So he’d ended up on Mitchell’s sofa. 

For the first few days it had been awkward. Ethan knew how 


Mitchell felt about him, knew he was starting to feel a 
similar way, but it 


would have seemed wrong, somehow, to jump straight into 
Mitchell’s 


bed right after leaving Louis. Instead they made a bad pair 
of 


housemates, both trying not to let hands or glances linger 
too long, and 


both getting more frustrated with every passing day. It 
seemed safest 


somehow when they were at work, visiting Jonno as the little 
squirrel 


made his recovery or meeting up for lunch. There, at least, 
there were 


other people around to remind them to behave, and they 
could have a 


gently flirtatious workplace romance rather than being the 
world’s most 


awkward housemates. 


“I think...,” Ethan said finally as they watched Cynthia give 
Jonno 


one of his last check-overs, “I think I’d like to try and get my 
own 


place.” 


“You're welcome to stay at mine for as long as you want.” 
Mitchell 


tried to keep his voice light, but Ethan could hear the 
anxiety and unease 


below. 


“Mitchell, of course | want to stay with you, you know that. 
But | 


also want to show that | can look after myself a bit.” He 
looked over 


anxiously to where Cynthia was encouraging Jonno to run up 
a branch. 
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“Louis got fed up with me because he constantly had to 
provide for me. 


Even when we first met, he was paying for nearly all our 
dates; he had 


the money and | didn’t. | don’t want to move straight from 
sponging off 


Louis to sponging off you.” 


“You wouldn’t be sponging.” Mitchell raised a hand to 
silence him 


before he interrupted. “But yes, | Know what you mean. If 
you want to 


get a place, that’s fine.” 


“Besides, | don’t want to make it too easy for you.” Ethan 
grinned 


at him. “A handsome bloke like me just falling into your lap 
all ready 


and waiting? Far too simple. | want you to put some effort 
into it.” 


“I’m sorry, you want me to seduce you?” Mitchell lowered 
his 


voice as Cynthia shot him an odd look. “I might not be very 
good at it.” 


“| don’t care. | haven’t been on a date for two years. | want 
some 


first-date excitement.” 


“You want a first encounter that’s more exciting than you 
being 


attacked by a rabid squirrel?” Mitchell was smiling back at 
him now. 


“I'll do my best. Maybe I could arrange for the restaurant to 
be flattened 


by a horde of rampaging wildebeest?” 


“Yeah, you'll think of something special.” Ethan turned 
quickly as 


Cynthia materialized behind them. “Cynth! He’s almost 
better, yeah?” 


“Yep. Almost better. Now we’ve sent Princess back, there’s 
no 


reason not to put him back in the enclosure.” She frowned 
at him. 


“What’s the matter with you? Ever since Jonno got attacked, 
you've 


been acting differently at work. Sort of... happy.” 


“I’m just happy he’s recovering.” Ethan quickly looked over 
her 


shoulder, reassured at the sight of the recovered squirrel 
stuffing his face 


with seeds and nuts. “If he’s better, and if he really is in 
need ofa 


partner, maybe you could find him another guy-squirrel? 
Maybe some 


scruffy, older, intelligent one.” 


Mitchell poked him hard in the back. “Or maybe a loud, 
bossy, 


irritating one.” 


She shook her head at them. “You two really are weird. | 
never 


thought you’d get along, but you seem inseparable. Jonno 
can go back to 


being a bachelor as far as I’m concerned, and | will be 
having some 


serious words with anyone who gets any silly ideas about 
breeding him 


again.” 
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THERE were no stampedes for their first date, just a modest 
inexpensive 


restaurant and a bottle of overly sweet wine. For the first 
time in years, Ethan 


felt the stirrings of excitement about going out for a meal, 
and the sight of 


Mitchell, in an awkward smile and a well-tailored suit that 
somehow still 


managed to look scruffy on him, only heightened the 
excitement. 


It felt good to get to know someone, to feel the anticipation 
ofa 


relationship that had so far to go, rather than hang onto the 
end of one 


that had long passed its prime. 


“So when was it?” Ethan asked eagerly, once they’d moved 
beyond 


the formalities of finding out about each other’s lives and 
past, a subject 


Ethan didn’t really want to dwell on, as much of his recent 
past 


contained Louis. “When really was it that you first looked me 
over?” 


“I told you, the first time you appeared at the medical 
center, you 


were such a mix of strong, pissed off, and worried. It was 
sort of adorable.” 


“| never even registered.” Ethan shook his head. “I suppose 
| 


should thank that little bastard Jonno for injuring me, then.” 
“You could stop swearing at him.” Ethan looked up quickly, 


anxious that it was a rebuke, but Mitchell was smiling. 
“Honestly, if that 


poor squirrel could understand English!” 


“Yeah, well. l'II take some fruit in tomorrow as a peace 
offering. 


Before | head over to the zebra enclosure.” 


“Are you still certain about moving out next week, then?” 
Mitchell 


asked, his voice serious. “I know this is something you feel 
you need to 


do, but my sofa is always there for you. So’s my bed, come 
to think of it.” 


“No, | Know it sounds stupid, Mitchell, but | really do want to 
have 


my own place for a bit. We'll still be going out....” Ethan 
hesitated, 


realizing that what with one thing and another that had 
been more 


assumed than agreed upon. “Well... if you want to, that is.” 


Mitchell shook his head, and for a heart-stopping moment 
Ethan 


thought that was his answer, until he heard the chuckle that 
went along 


with it. “Il don’t know what Louis did to your confidence, but 
sometimes 


| want to strangle that boy. Of course | want to. | want to 
spend as much 


time with you as possible, no matter how exasperating or 
obnoxious you 


get. | want to keep going on dates, keep spending time 
together, and 


finally bring you back to my flat for good.” 


Ethan smiled, feeling all the tension of the last two years 
starting to 


drain away from him. “Yeah, that sounds like a good plan to 
me,” 
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“YOU see!” Cynthia held her palm totally still as Jonno 
picked the seeds 


quickly from her hand. “They’re lovely little creatures, really 
sweet. 


They get on fine with people once they get used to them.” 


Ethan sighed and crouched down next to her, gesturing at 
Jonno as 


the squirrel put his ears back and hissed. “But he doesn’t 
get on with me. 


Look. The little bastard still hates me.” 


“Well, do you want to try feeding him or not? Because if not, 
the 


zebra bedding isn’t going to change itself.” 


“No, no. | want to.” Ethan took a handful of seeds and held it 
out to 


Jonno, who backed away suspiciously. “C’mon, you stupid 
lousy animal, 


this is for you. To say thank you for bringing me and Mitchell 
together.” 


“You and Mitch—oh!” Cynthia gave him a big, wide smirk. 
“Really? Well, | didn’t see that one coming.” 


Ethan ignored her, remaining perfectly still, “Come on, 
Jonno. | 


looked it up, and this is meant to be your favorite food or 
something.” 


The squirrel inched closer, and Ethan fought the urge to 
scratch his wrist. 


“There you go, take the damn food before my leg seizes 
up.” 


Jonno hopped closer, and then Ethan felt tiny paws 
scrabbling at 


his palm as the squirrel stuffed as much food into its face as 
it could, 


eyes fixed up at him while its cheeks bulged with seeds. 
Ethan held his 


breath. It seemed incredible that this tiny little animal was 
so close to 


him, so reliant on him for food, water, and protection, and 
yet still so 


completely independent and wild. 


“There you go, he likes you,” Cynthia said from somewhere 
behind 


him. 


Ethan wasn’t sure. Jonno was certainly taking food from him, 
but 


he didn’t look any happier about their close proximity, and 
the hair on 


his back was up. As far as Jonno was concerned, Ethan was 
still the mad, 


dangerous, food-stealing giant who had inexplicably chosen 
to deliver 


seeds from above. 


Leaning closer, Ethan whispered, “Yeah, | still hate you too, 
but 


my boyfriend thinks you’re sweet, and I’m gonna score 
major points 


when he finds out | fed you.” 
Two minutes later, Jonno bit him for the second time. 
But this time, it didn’t seem to matter as much. 
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ON AN EAGLE’S WINGS 
A.J. Marcus 


BELLS rang out in the cold, clear sky. Gavin McAlister looked 
up and 


saw the large, dark shape of his eagle, Elphaba, soaring out 
across the 


mountain meadow. “What did you see, girl?” he asked, 
pointing his 


horse down the hill after her. 


It felt great getting out in the winter-filled mountains with 
the bird 


again. He’d been away for a couple of weeks on a photo 
tour, with his 


majestic hunting partner left in the care of another falconer. 
Out here in 


the national forest with his steady horse under him and his 
eagle above 


him, away from the restrictions of the urban wilderness he’d 
spent way 


too much time in lately, Gavin felt free. He knew Elphaba 
felt better 


when she could spread her wings. Even in the deep-snow- 
covered area, it 


was great to get out. He hoped they’d be able to find a 
snowshoe hare. A 


good kill would make the eagle feel even better. It would lift 
his spirits 


even higher too. 
Letting the black gelding, Fiyero, pick his own way down the 


snow-covered hillside, the falconer watched the eagle 
swoop down 


toward something on the hill across the small meadow. 
Moments later 


the bird was in the air again. She rose to a comfortable 
height and took 


up a holding pattern above something Gavin couldn’t see. 
As the horse- 


bound falconer made his way across the meadow, the eagle 
repeated the 


maneuver. 


“Something’s not right,” he muttered. “Come on, Fiyero. 
Let’s get 


up there.” He kicked the big gelding into a gallop across the 
open 


meadow. Snow flew in their wake. Cold wind bit at Gavin's 
cheeks, but 


it made him feel alive. 


The horse slowed as they entered the trees on a slope at 
the far side 


of the meadow. From time to time, Gavin could still see 
Elphaba as she 
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dove toward something, only to pull up and resume her 
soar. In deep 


winter, the falconer wasn’t overly concerned with it being a 
bear feeding 


on an elk. The eagle never worried about running off 
coyotes if they had 


something she wanted, but this wasn’t that behavior. He 
tried to figure 


out what would cause the bird to act so erratic. 


When he was close enough to her, Elphaba landed 
gracefully ona 


large, rocky outcropping on the edge of a major drop-off. 
The eagle 


swiveled its head down, staring at something below her. 


“Elphaba, is that you?” Gavin heard a voice calling out from 
below 


the bird. He quickly dismounted and ground tied Fiyero. 


The eagle watched the falconer as he walked up to her. 
“Who'd ya 


find, girl?” Gavin carefully walked to the edge of the drop- 
off. A couple 


of sets of snowshoe prints marred the snow. It looked like 
there might 


have been a scuffle near the rock. Snow scattered all over 
the area. 


“Gavin, I’m down here!” a voice called. Gavin moved around 
the 


rock to the point where he could look down. He thought he 
recognized 


the voice, but couldn’t put a name with it. 


The falconer looked over the edge of the rock. On an 
outcropping 


only a few feet from the floor of the wide ravine lay 
someone in an olive 


down coat with a thick beaver hat. Seeing the face, Gavin 
found the 


name that went with the voice. Heath Mallory, the local 
Department of 


Wildlife agent, lay there with his leg bent at an odd angle. 
Being the only 


falconer in Colorado flying an eagle, he was well acquainted 
with Heath. 


The ranger had to check on the birds and make sure the 
falconer’s 


paperwork was in order every few years. He even went 
hunting with 


Gavin and his birds about once a year. 
“Heath, what happened?” Gavin called down. 


“Gavin, thank God. | heard the bells and was hoping that 
was 


Elphaba. Just had a poacher push me off the rim up there.” 
The ranger’s 


voice strained with pain. 


“That ravine levels out about a quarter mile from here,” 
Gavin 


called down. “lIl head down and we can get you out of 
there. Does your 


phone have a signal?” 
“It broke, along with my leg, in the fall.” 


Gavin checked his phone, but it was searching for service. 
“We'll 


have to get you back to the truck. | Know I can get a signal 
there. Hang 


on. l'Il be down in a couple.” 
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“I don’t think I’m going anywhere,” Heath replied. 


Gavin went back to his horse, mounted up, and headed to 
where the 


ravine ended. The gelding easily picked his way down the 
gentle slope. 


Resisting the urge to hurry the animal was hard. He wanted 
to reach the 


ranger and get the man to safety. He hadn’t thought to ask 
how long 


Heath had been there. By mountain standards, it wasn’t 
frigid, but lying 


there exposed on a ledge in the snow, the ranger could 
quickly develop 


frostbite. Gavin liked what he knew of the ranger and didn’t 
want 


anything more to happen to the man. They’d always had 
good, easy 


conversations that stretched out longer than they needed 
to. Their 


discussions began with hunting but often strayed to more 
personal topics. 


As of last year, the ranger claimed his professional life was 
too busy for 


much of a personal life. Gavin wondered if that was still the 
case as 


Fiyero worked his way down the ravine. 


The terrain grew rougher, and the horse slowed his steps a 
bit. 


Gavin glanced up and saw Elphaba still sitting on the rock 
above the 


ledge where Heath lay. He pondered the bird’s strange 
behavior at 


finding the injured ranger. She was extremely intelligent and 
had proved 


it many times before with little things that left him aghast, 
but he would 


never have figured she’d lead him to an injured man. Could 
she actually 


remember Heath from previous years? He wasn’t one of her 
normal 


group of bush beaters, but he’d been out in the field several 
times. Eagle 


intelligence was a hotly-debated topic in falconry circles. 
Gavin 


wondered what his eagler friends would make of this. 


Turning a bend in the ravine, Gavin saw the olive-green 
lump of 


Heath’s jacket. The ranger tried to raise himself up on an 
elbow and then 


dropped back in a moan of pain. Fiyero eased forward with 
patience and 


confidence. Gavin wanted to dive off the horse and fight his 
own way 


through the deep snow to get to the injured man. He knew 
he’d need the 


extra height of the horse to reach Heath easily, so he stayed 
in the saddle. 


“We're almost there, Heath!” 


“Take your time; I’m not going anywhere.” Pain shadowed 
the 


normally strong voice. The strange tone told Gavin how 
badly injured 


the ranger was. Just a few more agonizingly slow steps and 
he’d be able 


to reach up to the man. 


“How close to the edge are you?” 


“Feels like I’m right on it.” Heath pushed a hand through the 
Snow 


at his side. 
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Fiyero stepped the final two strides to put him alongside the 


Shallow snow-covered ledge. “Do you think you can pull 
yourself over if 


| can brace you?” The falconer reined the horse to a stop. 


“| don’t really have a choice unless | want to freeze here 
while you 


go for help.” 
“Okay, then let’s get you somewhere warm.” 


Heath reached out a hand to Gavin. Even in the thick glove, 
it fit 

nicely in Gavin’s massive paw. He’d forgotten the ranger 
was about the 


same size he was. He wondered how the other man’s body 
would feel in 


his arms. “Steady, Fiyero.” With strong legs, he gripped the 
horse, trying to 


make sure he didn’t lose his seat while he hauled the injured 
man aboard. 


A scream escaped Heath’s lips as the damaged leg fell clear 
of the 


ledge and thumped down against the horse’s side. Luckily 
Fiyero was a 


steady horse and didn’t react to either the scream or the 
thump from the leg. 


“Sorry about that,” Gavin said, trying to adjust the wounded 
man in 


the saddle so he’d be more comfortable. His breath came in 
short gasps 


as Gavin settled him in front, resting partially on the saddle 
horn. The 


beaver-hat-covered head rested softly on Gavin’s shoulder. 


“Thank you.” The ranger’s breath warmed the other man’s 
neck as 


Gavin turned the horse around and started the slow ride to 
the truck. 


He looked up at the eagle still perched on the rock above 
him. 


Holding up his gloved hand, he made a circular motion. 
“Elphaba, 


truck!” he called to her. She gracefully dropped from the 
rock and made 


a low pass over his head before heading off into the cold, 
clear sky. 


Focusing on keeping himself and the injured ranger on the 
horse, the 


falconer knew his bird would follow him back to the truck 
parked over a 


mile away. 


Not for the first time since he’d met the ranger, Gavin 
wondered 


what the man looked like under the uniform he wore so well. 
Heath’s 


head felt good on the falconer’s broad shoulder. Gavin 
pushed the 


thought from his head. The other man was injured. It was 
wrong of him 


to think of sex right now. He wasn’t even sure if the ranger 
would be 


open to his advances. 


“We'll get you warm soon,” Gavin said as Fiyero turned out 
of the 


ravine and pointed himself toward the truck. 


“I already feel warmer,” Heath said weakly. His breath felt 
good 


against the stubble on Gavin’s neck. 
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Gavin turned his attention to keeping the horse on track. 
Even 


though the sturdy gelding didn’t need any help, it kept the 
falconer’s 


mind on the task at hand, as opposed to thoughts of the 
man nestled 


against his broad chest. 


THE Aspen Community hospital was busier than Gavin 
expected. 


Nurses dodged around him as he walked down the hallway 
toward 


Heath’s room. A young girl delivered trays of food while 
other guests 


and the occasional scrub-clothed doctor moved in the 
hallway, going 


about their daily duties. The door to Heath’s room stood 
open, and Gavin 


knocked softly. 


“Come in.” Heath’s voice sounded stronger than it had on 
the ledge 


in the ravine. 


Gavin swallowed and shifted the blue vase into his other 
hand. 


He’d spent half an hour in the hospital’s tiny gift shop trying 
to decide 


between the bright blue-and-yellow bouquet and the little 
teddy bear that 


wore a ranger’s uniform and hat. He’d decided the flowers 
were less 


familiar than the bear. For the past few days since rescuing 
the ranger, he 


kept thinking about the man’s warm breath against his 
neck, the weight 


of the man in his arms, and wondered what it would feel like 
to hold 


Heath without any clothing between their skin. 


“Hey there, you sound better,” Gavin said as he walked up 
to the 


hospital bed. 


The ranger’s face lit up as his hazel eyes locked onto the 
falconer’s 


brown ones. “Gavin, | was hoping you'd stop by soon.” 


“I figured I’d give you a couple of days to get to feeling 
better.” 


“Thanks to you, I’m still around to feel at all.” His full lips 
broke 


into a wide smile. 


“We're just lucky Elphaba spotted you.” 


“You just tell her, when | get out of here, l'Il bring her 
something 


special as a thank you.” 


“I'll do that.” Gavin smiled at Heath. He was happy to see 
the 


ranger in good spirits. Then he remembered the vase of 
flowers in his 


hand. “Ah, these are for you.” 

“Thanks, you didn’t need to do that.” 

“I thought it might brighten your room up a bit.” 
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“Well, thanks for bringing some brightness into this dreary 
room.” 


Heath smiled more at Gavin than the flowers. “You can put 
them there 


on the table there with the others.” 
A lone vase with a few brown mums sat on the table. Gavin 


glanced at the card that said “We miss you at work.” There 
weren't any 


other flowers, gifts, or cards in the room. 


Gavin turned back toward the bed. Heath pushed a button 
on the 


corded remote lying next to his right hand. The bed shifted 
so the man 


was sitting up rather than lying there. Lines creased his 
forehead as he 


tried to get comfortable. 


“Hey, if it’s easier to lie down, you don’t need to sit up on 
my 


account,” Gavin said, pulling up a chair next to the bed after 
draping his 


heavy duster across its back. 


Heath made a dismissive gesture as he set the remote down 
on the 


bed. “It only hurts for a couple of minutes while I get 
comfortable. 


Besides, I’m tired of lying there. It feels good to sit up once 
in a while. 


Not to mention, lunch should be here soon, and the doctor 
told me to try 


sitting up today.” 


“So what all’s hurt?” Gavin tried not to stare at the solid 
muscles 


along the top of the ranger‘s chest. 


“Well, you know about the leg. Two ribs are cracked, and 
they’re 


concerned about some minor swelling in my shoulders.” 
“Wow. That sounds really painful.” 


“Yeah, I’ve been better. But they say | should be out of here 
ina 


week or so if the swelling goes down and I’m up and 
walking. I’m 


getting real tired of being in this bed. There’s nothing on TV, 
and so far, 


no one has thought to bring me anything to read. The 
ceiling and 


wallpaper get boring after a while.” 


“What do you like to read? | can bring something up if you 
like,” 


Gavin offered. Bringing books to Heath would give him 
another excuse 


to come visit the ranger. 


“How about either fantasy or western? But I’d settle for the 
latest 


outdoor magazines.” 


Gavin chuckled at the diversity in the man’s taste. “l'Il see 
what | 


can find. Maybe l'Il surprise you with something.” 


The ranger smiled at the falconer. “I bet you could come up 
with a 


few surprises for me.” 
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WIND swirled snow in the door as Gavin opened it to let 
Heath in. He’d 


picked up the ranger for a nice relaxing dinner. After almost 
three weeks 


in the hospital, Heath wanted some home cooking, and 
Gavin offered to 


whip up something. The snow started again as they came 
up the road. 


Gavin hoped it wouldn’t set in too heavy, since the drive 
back to Heath’s 


place would take him an hour or more. 


“Wow, something smells good,” the ranger said as he tried 
to take 


off his coat without falling off his crutches. 


“Thanks. Here, let me help you with that,” Gavin said, 
reaching for 


the man’s coat. 


Heath sighed. “Thanks. l'Il be so happy when I’m off these 
damned 


things.” 


“At least they let you out of the hospital.” 


“Yeah, the swelling in my shoulders finally went down, but | 
have 


another few weeks on these crutches, then a few more 
before I'll be 


cleared to go back to work.” 


With the coat hung on the peg next to Gavin's, they headed 
on into 


the house. 
“So how’s Suzy handling your area in addition to hers?” 


Suzy was the Department of Wildlife agent from the 
neighboring 


county filling in for Heath while he was on the mend. Gavin 
had met her 


a few years back when Heath brought her along on one of 
his 


inspections. She was an older woman, but tough as nails. 


“She’s complaining about the extra work, but handling 
things just 


fine from what | hear. They’re still trying to track down the 
poacher who 


pushed me over that drop-off. He seems hellbent to try and 
kill off as 


many elk as possible. We figure he’s working for some 
smuggler to get 


animal parts out of the country to the oriental markets. We 
lost a few 


bears last summer, with just their gallbladders ripped out,” 
Heath said as 


they walked into the small kitchen. 


Gavin pulled out a sturdy wooden chair from the table and 
swung it 


so the injured man could easily sit down. “Wow, | just don’t 
understand 


any of that oriental medicine crap. A friend of mine tried to 
explain tiger 


penis soup to me. Seems the guys over there think it helps 
with their 


sexual prowess or something. Have you ever seen tiger 
sex?” 


Heath settled into the chair. “Nope, can’t say as | have.” 
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“I’ve got a friend who used to work with big cats. He said 
that even 


with the big guys, tiger penises are about the size of a 
pinky, and their 


sex lasts all of about thirty seconds.” 


The ranger laughed. “I think, then, | can definitely say | have 
a bit 


more than a tiger in both respects.” 


Gavin joined the laugh. “I should hope so. Otherwise I'd feel 
sorry 


for you.” 


“I knew a guy in college who would be able to compare 
himself to 


a tiger. He had a real complex about it,” Heath said. 


Gavin wondered how well the ranger had known the man. 
Over the 


past few weeks, with frequent visits to the hospital, Heath 
never brought 


up girls, and every so often Gavin thought the ranger was 
flirting with 


him. 
“Oh man, | think that’s when you turn to a bit of male 
enhancement. | wonder if that stuff works?” 


“Don’t know. I’ve never known anyone who admitted to 
trying any 


of it.” 


A whining and scratching at the door to the laundry room 
reminded 


Gavin that he’d put the dog up before he went to get Heath. 
He walked 


over and opened the door, letting the bouncing springer 
Spaniel out into 


the room. She bounded toward Heath with her short black 
tail wagging. 


“You remember Glenda?” 
Heath reached down to rub the whining dog’s ears. “Yeah, | 


remember Glenda. She’s a hard pup to forget.” The dog 
sniffed at the 


ranger’s cast before settling down next to his chair and 
resting her head 


on his good knee. 


“She likes you,” Gavin said as he went into the laundry 
room. 


Sitting in the corner of the room, a large wooden box with 
air holes 


along the top and a bright yellow leash attached to a heavy 
leather glove 


waited for him. Gavin slipped the glove on before opening 
the box. 


Elphaba blinked sleepily at him as light entered the 
darkened box. “Hey 


girl, | figure you'd like some dinner.” He offered his fist, and 
she stepped 


easily onto the glove. The falconer settled her jesses into his 
grip as he 


turned back toward the kitchen. 


Heath’s face lit up when he spotted the eagle coming into 
the room. 


“There’s my savior.” He beamed at her. The eagle looked at 
the ranger 


with a cool aloofness. 
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Gavin carried her over to the perch that was set up so it 
could be seen 


from both the kitchen and living room. The eagle hopped 
eagerly from the 


glove to the perch, and the falconer tied the leash to the 
ring at the perch’s 


base. “I still need to feed her tonight, and it gives her some 
time out.” 


“So she’s not out in the mews right now?” Heath asked, his 
hand 


still stroking the dog. 


The falconer shook his head. “It’s one of the perks of being 
a 


falconry bird. It’s supposed to be really cold the next couple 
of days, so | 


brought her in. She’s smart enough to know that she’s got 
the good life. 


It’s part of what keeps her coming back to me.” 


Heath chuckled. “And here | thought she hung around you 
for your 


good looks.” 


Gavin ran a thick hand through his short black hair. “I can’t 
Say as 


she cares much for my looks. It’s been a while since anyone 
wanted to 


spend time with me for that.” 


Heath flashed him a warm smile with a mischievous sparkle 
in his 


hazel eyes. “I’d say that they’re missing out, then.” 


Gavin felt his face warm. He turned toward the counter and 
their 


dinner simmering in a crock pot. He lifted the lid, and the 
thick meaty 


smell of roast erupted from the pot. “Hope you like elk pot 
roast,” he 


said, hoping the rush of steam from the pot covered his 
flush. He 


pondered how to let Heath know he was more than a little 
interested. 


Flirting had never been his strong suit. Most of the men he’d 
met in the 


past had been in bars or other places where it was easier to 
let them 


know he was interested in them. Plus he didn’t really know if 
he wanted 


to risk his current relationship with Heath. It’s always a good 
idea fora 


falconer, or any hunter, to be on good terms with the 
Department of 


Wildlife. If they pushed their relationship to a new level and 
it didn’t 


work out, then where would they be? 


Heath laughed a warm, congenial laugh. Gavin liked the 
sound of 


it. “Did Elphaba bring down the elk?” 


Gavin returned the laugh. “I bet if | asked, she’d try. You 
know she 


went after a yearling mule deer last spring. But no, | shot 
this one the 


first week of elk season over north of Leadville. One a year 
keeps me 


eating pretty good, with the rabbits, pheasants, and geese 
Elfy brings in.” 


He opened up the refrigerator and pulled out a package of 
rolls. 


“Hope you don’t mind store-bought rolls. | never got really 
good at 


baking from scratch.” 
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“Works for me. I’m sure it beats hospital food, or anything 
I'd 


whip up at the house in the way of TV dinners.” 


As Gavin turned, he spotted Elphaba staring intently at him 
and the 


fridge. “In a couple minutes, sweetie,” he said to the eagle. 
Heath cocked an eyebrow at him. “What?” 


“Elfy knows where her food is, and she’s trying to subtly tell 
me 


it’s time to feed her,” Gavin replied as he pulled out a 
baking sheet. 


A couple minutes later, after putting the rolls in the oven, he 


walked over to the bird with a shallow bowl containing her 
chopped-up 


food. “Here ya go, girl.” He held the bowl out to her, and she 
daintily 


picked out the small cubes of meat. 


“That’s incredible. | thought most falconers just tossed meat 
to 


their birds,” Heath said, watching the feeding. 


“A lot do,” Gavin replied, placing the bowl in the sink once 
the 


eagle finished her meal. “I prefer this method when we’re 
not out 


hunting. | read about it in a book about the Mongolian 
eaglers. They 


believe feeding this way helps build a tighter bond between 
bird and 


hunter. | know it helps drop aggression in some birds.” 
“There’s a lot to being a falconer, isn’t there?” 


“There is, but that’s part of what makes it really cool. | like 
the 


little details. To me that’s part of why it’s an art, and not just 
a hobby. 


Actually, for some of us, it’s a lifestyle.” Gavin sat down at 
the table to 


wait for the rolls to brown. 
“So is that one of the reasons you’re a photographer?” 


The falconer nodded. “I spent a few years making a name 
for 


myself before | applied to get my eagle permit. | wanted to 
make sure | 


could be in control of my own schedule, so | could do right 
by my bird. 


Flying an eagle requires lots of time, but being a nature 
photographer lets 


me make a living and honor her.” He gestured to the eagle 
regally 


watching them from her perch. 


“Do you sell any pictures of her?” Heath shifted in his chair 
so he 


faced Gavin. He seemed to be watching the other man with 
eyes nearly 


as piecing as the eagle’s. 


Gavin shook his head. “Legally | can’t. You know that. The 
feds 


view it as exploiting the birds. All of my eagle pictures, and | 
have a ton 


of them, are of wild eagles. Not to say | don’t have a ton of 
pictures of 


Elphaba too, they just aren’t part of my portfolio.” 
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A ding from the timer indicated the rolls were done. Gavin 
quickly 


pulled them out of the oven and set them on the table 
before setting the 


crock pot there and serving Heath. 


The ranger slipped the hot meat between his lips. He 
moaned softly 


as he sucked a little of the juice out of it. “Oh man, that is 
some of the 


best elk | think | have ever tasted.” 


Gavin grinned as his own knife slipped easily into the falling- 
apart 


meat. “It’s an old family recipe. You have to be family before 
| can tell it 


to you.” 


Hazel eyes sparkled as the ranger chewed his second bite. 
“Then | 


might just have to work on becoming family.” 


“You'd make a good addition,” Gavin said before he could 
stop 


himself. He felt at ease with Heath. 


They settled into easy dinner conversation. They both had 
big 


appetites, and by the time they were done they’d almost 
finished off the 


pot roast and only one roll remained. 


Once the plates were cleared and the leftovers put away, 
Gavin 


stood at his chair and studied the blond man across the 
table. He’d never 


found anyone he was remotely interested in who wasn’t put 
off by talk of 


falconry, hunting, or the outdoors. Even the few guys he’d 
met who 


claimed to like the outdoors had been uncomfortable with 
the idea of 


actually hunting. It made Heath even more attractive to 
him. He didn’t 


want the evening to end so quickly, even if it was an hour’s 
drive back to 


the ranger’s house. 


“So, would you like to watch a movie or something? Or are 
you 


getting tired and need to go home?” 


“If you don’t mind putting up with me for a bit longer, a 
movie or 


something sounds really good. Better than going home and 
limping into 


bed.” 


The falconer laughed. “Well, since you’re the guest, you get 
to 


pick. What kind of movie would you like to see?” 


“Point me toward your selection, and I'll see what strikes my 
fancy.” Heath smiled and reached for his crutches. 


Gavin stepped over and offered the other man a hand up. 
Heath’s 


large, strong hand felt good in his as he helped the injured 
man up. Their 


hands lingered a little longer than they needed to before the 
ranger let go 


to get his arm over his crutch. 
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“Thanks. l'Il be so happy when getting up and down is 
easier.” 


Gavin lightly clapped him on the shoulder. “Anytime you 
needa 


shoulder to lean on, all you have to do is ask.” Heat rose in 
his face. 


The ranger’s smile warmed him as they walked and hobbled 


toward the living room. They passed Elphaba, and she gave 
her hunting 


partner an odd look, then tucked her head into the feathers 
of her back 


and dropped off to sleep. 


Gavin showed Heath to the massive bookshelf full of 
movies. 


“Wow, you've got quite the collection here.” The ranger 
whistled, 


faced with the rows of movies. 


The falconer laughed. “Well, it’s not like | can dash over to 
the 


video store anytime | want a movie. Sometimes | go a 
month without 


heading into town, so! buy anything | think might be 
interesting.” 


Heath nodded. “I do the same thing, but I don’t have nearly 
this 


many movies.” 


Walking toward the wood stove, Gavin laughed again. He’d 
found 


himself laughing a lot in Heath’s presence. “Well, | have 
diverse tastes.” 


“I have to agree with that.” 


Heath selected a falconry video, and they settled onto the 
couch. 


During the documentary, the ranger asked a few questions 
that Gavin 


readily answered. It made the falconer happy to be able to 
talk to 


someone about his passion. 


“That was incredible. How often does Elphaba take 
jackrabbits?” 


Heath asked as the movie ended. The final scene had been 
a golden eagle 


flying down a jackrabbit, the two of them rolling 
dramatically before 


coming to rest with the eagle holding firmly to the jack’s 
head. 


“They’re kinda hard to find around here. To get several 
flights in 


one hunt, we normally have to head out onto the eastern 
plains, down to 


Pueblo, or out around Grand Junction. We do that a couple 
times a year, 


depending my schedule. We're supposed to meet up with a 
couple of my 


friends down in Pueblo week after next. Wanna go?” 


“Hell yeah, if me gimping along doesn’t slow things down 
too 


much.” 


Gavin smiled warmly. He’d have to see what he could do 
about 


making sure it was an awesome display of falconry. “Your 
crutches will 


make great beating sticks.” 
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Heath laughed. It was a good sound. “So do you think | 
should 


keep the evil things even after | don’t need them anymore?” 


Gavin thought about it fora moment, deliberately putting 
onan 


odd thinking face, and then chuckled. “Let’s see how well 
they work. 


You might just want to.” 
“God, | was hoping to be rid of them someday.” 


Gavin glanced at the clock and sighed. “I think if we’re 
going to 


get you home tonight, we’d better get on the road pretty 
soon. Why don’t 


| go and see if the truck needs digging out? You can stay in 
here where 


it's warm.” 


Heath shook his head.” Don’t make me feel more like an 
invalid 


than | already do. | can at least provide you with some 
entertainment 


while you work.” 


The falconer shrugged. “I won’t complain about your 
company.” 


The ranger grabbed his crutches and heaved himself off the 
couch 


before the other man could get there. “Good.” 


Glenda came over from her spot by the stove, wagging her 
stub of 


a tail. “Do you want to go with us, girl? You know it’s cold 
out there?” 


Gavin asked the excited dog. 


A plaintive whine answered him. Heath chuckled again. “l 
think 


you don’t care, do ya, girl?” 


Gavin helped Heath get his coat back on. As he moved 
away, the 


ranger caught hold of the escaping hand. Hazel eyes met 
brown, and the 


falconer felt his heart skip a beat. 


“I want to say thanks for tonight. | really enjoyed myself,” 
Heath said. 


Gavin grinned, enjoying the feel of their hands together. 
“Me too. 


We should do this again real soon.” 
“Plan on it.” 


The falconer glared at the crutches. If they hadn’t been in 
the way, 


he would’ve hugged the other man right then, but he didn’t 
want to do 


anything to off-balance the ranger. 


When their hands parted, Gavin felt like something had just 
been 


ripped away. “Well, | guess we should get out there.” 


Snow blew in as he opened the door, then clicked the lock 
toggle to 


secure the door once it closed. The wind gusted stronger 
than it hada 


couple of hours before. Gavin pulled his knitted hat down 
tight over his 
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ears and his collar up on his neck against the cold blast. 
“Come on, you 


two, looks like it’s gotten a bit worse out here.” 


Glancing behind him, he saw the ranger and the dog both 
Shiver, 


then start forward. 


“This could be a lot of fun,” Heath said as he hobbled out 
onto the 


snow-covered porch. 


“You want me to shovel off the walk?” 


“No, please don’t. Leave some of my machismo intact.” 
As he closed the door, Gavin shivered. It’d take a couple of 


minutes for the truck to warm up enough to get 
comfortable. He wanted 


to stay there and help the ranger to the truck but pushed on 
through the 


deep snow, cutting a path the injured man could follow. 
Chilly gusts cut 


through his heavy jacket, throwing a heavy coating of snow 
in his face. 


Snow masked the truck. Gavin wondered how hard the trip 
back to 


Heath’s was going to be. He moved far enough from the 
door that the 


motion sensor turned on the porch light. Even with the 
added light, he 


still had trouble making out the truck. 
“Hey, Gavin!” Heath called out behind him. 


Gavin turned around and saw the man standing in the 
tracks he’d 


left behind. 


“Let’s go back inside.” The ranger gestured toward the 
house. 


The wind nearly knocked him over as Gavin turned and 
followed 


Heath and Glenda into the house. Heath waited next to the 
door witha 


quirky grin. “If you don’t mind putting me up for the night, 
there’s no 


point in fighting through this storm.” 


Gavin’s chest tightened in excitement. “Sure, I'd much 
rather stay 


here and be warm than drive in that crap.” 


Glenda whined and scratched at the door as Gavin put the 
key in. 


As soon as the door opened, the spaniel sprang through and 
ran over to 


curl up on her bed by the woodstove. 


Heath laughed. “She has the right idea, but it’s still early 
yet. | 


think we have time for another movie, if you’re up for it.” 


As he hung his coat up on its peg, Gavin could think of 
something 


he’d rather do than watch another movie. He turned back 
and helped 


Heath remove his coat. The ranger’s boots were trickier. The 
falconer 


had never noticed how large the man’s feet were until he 
helped him pull 


off his heavy boot and unwrap the plastic around the 
walking cast. 
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“Tell ya what. l'Il hobble on in there and get the movie set 
up while 


you get your boots off.” Heath started off before Gavin could 
reply. 


The sound of the movie started just as Gavin walked into 
the living 


room. He recognized it as one of his favorite romantic 
comedies. His 


breath caught as he grasped the implications of Heath’s 
movie choice. 


The ranger sat in the middle of the couch, not at the end 
like he had 


earlier. The man’s injured leg was laid across part of the 
cushions, 


leaving a space for Gavin next to the arm. 


“Hope you don’t mind, the leg’s starting to hurt, and getting 
it up is 


probably a good idea.” Heath smiled and patted the cushion 
beside him. 


“| made sure to leave enough room for you.” 


Between the movie choice and the seating arrangement, 
Gavin 


figured he’d been right about the ranger flirting with him. 
He smiled as 


he walked over to the couch. “If you’re sure you won’t be 
crowded.” 


Heath looked up and laughed. “I bet | can squeeze you in. 


Gavin chuckled as he settled. He was acutely aware of 
Heath’s 


body so close to his own. He stretched and slid his arm 
across the back 


of the sofa. Before Gavin could get really comfortable, the 
other man 


leaned back slightly, just enough so that he ended up 
against the 


falconer’s side. Gavin wasn’t sure if he should be surprised. 
He almost 


jumped when a welcome hand landed on his leg. 


Heath laughed at him. “You know, I’ve been flirting with you 
fora 


while now and | wasn’t sure if you were straight, or not 
interested, or what.” 


Gavin chuckled as he lowered his arm across the other 
man’s 


shoulders. “I wasn’t sure if you were flirting or if it was my 
imagination.” 


“Sometimes it can be hard to tell with us butch guys,” Heath 
said. 


“And up here in the mountains, you have to be careful. We 
still 


have a lot of prejudice. Folks around here often aren’t sure 
how to deal 


with people being different. | don’t make a big deal of my 
preferences. 


There are only a few folks who know.” 


Heath’s hand began to feel along Gavin’s leg. “I know what 
you 


mean. There’s a few of my co-workers who know, like Suzy.” 


Gavin’s hand ran down and across Heath’s chest. “So is 
Suzy 


family?” 


The ranger laughed. “Do you have to ask? Would you 
believe her 


partner is more butch than she is? Matilda, or Matt, as she 
prefers, isa 


truck driver. She’s about six foot four.” 
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Gavin chuckled, trying to envision a woman more butch 
than Suzy. 


“Wow.” He didn’t really want to sit there talking about other 
people in their 


lives. He didn’t really want to sit there talking at all. He had 
other things on 


his mind. “Sorry | was so dense.” He squeezed Heath closer 
to him. 


The ranger caught the falconer’s roaming hand and brought 
it up to 


his lips. The kiss was soft and exciting. “I understand. We 
have to be 


cautious.” 


Gavin shifted and touched the other man’s cheek, turning 
the 


rugged face toward him. Their lips met and sent a jolt of 
electricity 


though him. It had been a long time since he’d been kissed. 
He needed 


Heath. He’d wanted Heath for a long time. The man he’d 
admired from 


afar for so long was now in his arms. 


Their lips parted and they both sighed, then laughed. 
“You're good 


at that,” Heath said, running his hands over Gavin’s short 
dark hair. 


“You're fairly awesome yourself.” 


They sat kissing on the couch as the movie played unheard 
behind 


them for nearly two hours. The repeated music of the DVD’s 
main menu 


finally cracked through the passionate haze that had 
engulfed the two men. 


Gavin looked down at where the other man was sprawled on 
the 


couch beneath him. Contentment softened the ranger’s 
rugged face. His 


dark-green flannel shirt, which brought out the green flecks 
in his eyes, 


hung open from where the falconer had worked it apart 
while exploring 


his body. The soft blond hairs on his chest called for more of 
Gavin's 


attention, but he resisted. 


“What do you say | fill up the stove for the night and we go 
get 


comfortable in the bedroom?” he said, reaching out to 
stroke his fingers 


over Heath’s hair. 


“Sounds like a plan to me. Why don’t | head on in there 
while you 


get the wood?” 
Gavin leaned down to kiss the man again. “Works for me.” 


His heart beat faster as he watched Heath hobble toward 
the 


bedroom. The falconer thought the other man moved better 
than he had 


earlier. Maybe the ranger felt as good as he did right then. 
It'd been a 


long time since Gavin felt this way. He walked over and 
began pitching 


wood into the stove. He didn’t want Heath getting overly 
cold on their 


first night together. He felt just having the other man next to 
him would 


keep him warm. 
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Waiting for him when he entered the bedroom was a sight 
that took 


his breath away. Heath lay posed on the pillow. He’d 
managed to get 


undressed and laid out in the short time Gavin had tended 
the fire. Bright 


overhead light showed all the man’s details. The ranger had 
a perfect 


body. His chest was broad and well defined with a matching 
washboard 


stomach, across which a trail of blond hair led to the heavy 
cock resting 


against his upper thigh. The ugly blue cast on his lower leg 
was the only 


thing that ruined the image. 


Gavin's body reacted as he stood there in the doorway, 
staring at 


the hunky man waiting for him. He pulled off his shirt and 
dropped it 


onto the floor, next to Heath’s clothes. 


“It’s a little chilly. You better hurry before everything shrivels 
up.” 


Heath laughed as he ran his hand down his hard body to his 
languid 


cock. 
“Bet | can think of ways to warm things up for you.” Gavin 
chuckled huskily as he slid his pants down. 


Heath whistled as the falconer straightened up. “My, what 
big balls 


you have.” 


Gavin reached down and bounced his heavy sac as he 
walked 


toward the bed. “All the better for you to play with. Wait till 
you see the 


rest in action,” he said. He already felt himself getting hard. 
“Then come over here and show me.” 


When he reached the bed, Gavin eased himself in next to 
Heath. By 


the time he had the other man securely in his arms, his dick 
was already 


rock solid. Heath’s mouth closed on his and his heart 
pounded. He 


wanted the other man, but he wanted to take it slow and 
easy, Savoring 


each new part of him. 


They picked up where they left off on the sofa. Gavin 
couldn't 


remember the last time he felt such an amazing body 
beneath his fingers. 


At Gavin’s touch, the ranger’s nipples became hard as 
diamonds. Heath 


moaned and ran his hands over Gavin’s broad back. The 
falconer worked 


his way down the ranger’s body. His mouth found a hard 
nipple and 


sucked on it, eliciting more sounds of pleasure. 
While Gavin worked his mouth on the succulent nipple, he 


reached lower, running his fingers down the hairy trail until 
encountering 


the velvety head of the ranger’s cock. The heavy member 
was swollen 


and filled his hand as his fingers encircled it. Heath moaned 
again as 


Gavin’s mouth and hands worked on his body. 
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After several minutes, and changing over to the other 
nipple, Gavin 


decided he wanted more. Licking his way downward, he was 
ready to 


taste Heath’s cock. He kissed his way down the length of it 
while he 


wrapped his hand around the man’s balls. Pulling slightly on 
the balls, he 


stood the cock up straight enough that he easily slid it into 
his mouth. Its 


girth stretched his jaws wider than he remembered them 
ever having 


gone before. Gavin wondered if he’d be able to get the 
whole thing in his 


mouth. Just a hint of sweat covered it. 
“Oh God,” Heath sighed as Gavin slid the fat cock down. 


Gavin wanted to take in the whole thing. He fought back his 
gag 


reflex as the huge head moved from his mouth to his throat. 
He pulled on 


the heavy balls more and Heath arched his back in pleasure. 


As the falconer settled into a steady rhythm sucking the fat 
dick, 


the ranger’s hands kneaded his back. The warm, strong 
fingers left 


tingles along the paths they traveled. Gavin felt his own 
urgent need 


swelling up, but he wanted to make sure Heath’s pleasures 
were fulfilled 


first. He reached over the other man for the drawer in the 
nightstand and 


pulled out the foil package that had been there for longer 
than he could 


recall. 


“I hope this is still good,” he muttered, lifting off the cock 
long 


enough to get the words out. 


Heath looked up at the package. “Do they go bad? You know 
we 


don’t have to go all the way tonight if you’re unsure.” 


Gavin stretched up and kissed the ranger. “You have no idea 
how 


much | want this.” He grabbed the man’s cock and shook it. 


“Oh, | think | might. But I think | better wait for yours until 
my leg 


is out of the cast.” Heath chuckled, kissing Gavin. 


The falconer grinned wickedly. “Oh yeah, the things I'll do to 
you 


once you’re whole again.” He ripped open the package. The 
rubber 


inside was still moist enough that he could roll it out over 
the wide head 


and down the bulky shaft of Heath’s cock. 


Gavin grabbed the bottle of lotion from the nightstand. He 
pumped 


out a bit onto his fingers. 
“Here, let me do that.” Heath reached for the lotion. 


The ranger’s strong finger pushed into Gavin and he 
gasped. 


Heath paused with his finger halfway into the other man. 
“You 


okay?” 
184 | AJ. MARCUS 


Gavin reached over and caressed Heath’s face. “Don’t stop, 
that 


feels really good. Just open me up enough for that monster 
of yours to 


make it in.” 


Their lips met and Heath buried his finger deep inside 
Gavin's tight 


ass. The falconer moaned in pleasure through their kiss as 
the strong 


finger loosened him up. It only took a couple of minutes 
before his body 


cried out for more. 


With the finger still buried deep, he grabbed the lotion 
bottle again, 


this time filling his hand with the slick substance. He 
reached down for 


Heath’s cock and slathered it with the lotion. 
Heath pulled away from their kiss. “You ready?” 


Gavin smiled as he carefully straddled Heath’s legs. “What 
do you 


think?” 


The finger popped out and Gavin reached around for the 
hard cock 


and lowered himself onto it. As the head pushed against 
him, he began to 


doubt his ability to ride it. He took a deep breath and willed 
himself to 


relax, forcing himself to open up and receive the pleasure 
waiting for 


him. Slowly the massive cock pushed up into Gavin. Short, 
pained gasps 

escaped his lips as his body tried to accommodate the 
thing. 


Heath’s hand reached up and rubbed the falconer’s hard 
chest, his 


fingers dancing through the dark hair there. He caressed the 
pained lines 


forming on the other's face. “You sure you’re okay? | know 
I’m a little 


"m 


big. 


Gavin chuckled, causing his ass to constrict painfully around 
the 


cock. “A little big? This thing’s fucking huge. Give me a 
moment to 


relax a bit more and we'll get it all the way in.” Gavin let his 
fingers 


Slide down the remainder of the shaft. There was still a good 
bit to go. 


Strong hands continued to work at his chest as he eased the 
giant 


cock into his ass. Finally he sat firmly across Heath’s waist 
taking slow, 


deep breaths, trying to relax enough that he could give the 
ranger the ride 


he deserved. 


The ranger looked up with so much passion that the falconer 
had to 


lean over and kiss him. The power of the kiss combined with 
the cock in 


his ass almost made him cum without touching himself. His 
cock 


throbbed with need. His ass felt ready. He reached up to 
steady himself 


on the heavy aspen logs of his headboard and started to 
ride Heath’s 


cock. 
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The heavy rod slid in and out of his tight ass as Gavin rode it 
like 


he’d never ridden a cock before. His body screamed out in 
pleasure. He 


wanted it to last forever but knew it would be over too 
quickly, at least 


this time. They were both on the edge. 


Heath’s hand closed on Gavin's cock and the other man felt 
the 


warning shiver go through his body. They screamed in 
unison. Gavin felt 


the huge cock buried inside him pulse as it filled the 
condom, just as his 


own cock exploded. He felt like he came forever. He’d never 
seen so 


much cum on anyone as he now saw coating Heath’s chest. 


Emotion filled the ranger’s bright eyes as the falconer 
stared down 


at him. “My God, that was awesome.” 


Shifting slightly, Gavin’s battered ass complained as Heath’s 
still- 


hard cock rubbed against him. “Damn, you’re still hard. | 
don’t want to 


let you go, but my ass needs a rest.” 


Heath sat up and wrapped his arms around Gavin. Their lips 
met as 


the quickly cooling cum and Gavin’s softening cock squished 
between 


them. “Your ass is incredible. | think it deserves a rest,” 
Heath whispered 


as his strong arms lifted his partner gently free of his cock. 


Gavin moved just enough to settle back down on Heath’s 
upper 


thighs and hugged the man tightly. He didn’t want to let go. 
He hadn’t 


realized what a lonely life he led, here in the mountains 
spending most of 


his time with his eagle, his dog, and his horses. Now here 
was aman 


whose life was nearly as secluded. Would this be the first of 
many nights 


enjoying each other’s company? They both spoke earlier of 
future nights, 


but was that just passion’s lust talking? 


Heath’s ran his hand through his hair, and he turned his 
head for 


another kiss. Passion blazed between them as their lips 
pressed together. 


Finally, as cold cum dripped down between them, the ranger 
released the 


falconer’s mouth. “God, | don’t want to let go of you, but my 
leg is 


starting to complain, and | think we could use a shower.” 


Gavin nearly fell out of the bed trying to get off Heath. “Oh 
God, 


I’m sorry, | didn’t mean to hurt you.” 


A laugh escaped Heath’s lips. “It wasn’t you. | promise. | just 
need 


to move sometimes.” He reached out to where Gavin stood 
next to the 


bed. “You’d never purposely hurt me, | know that.” He 
caught hold of 


the other man’s hand, pulled him down toward the bed, and 
kissed him 


again. Gavin almost collapsed with relief. 


After an awkward shower, keeping Heath’s cast out of the 
water, 
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the two settled back into the bed, this time pulling the 
heavy quilt up as 


they snuggled up tight against each other. 


“Thank you for the best night | can remember,” Heath said 
with his 


head lying on Gavin's strong shoulder. 


Gavin bent down and kissed him. “Thank you for an 
awesome 


evening. I’m glad you enjoyed it as much as | did.” 


The ranger sighed with content and hugged the falconer 
tight. “I 


did.” 


Gavin recognized the sound of Elphaba’s bells as the eagle 
in the 


other room shifted her feet in her sleep. The man on his 
shoulder sighed 


one more sleepy sigh before he dropped off to sleep, and 
the falconer 


found himself drifting off into a contented slumber with him. 
ELPHABA stooped out of the clear blue sky. 


“She’s after something!” Gavin cried, kicking Fiyero into a 
gallop 


across the valley, which was soggy with early spring snow 
melt. 


“Wait up!” Heath shouted, trying to spur Frex, Gavin’s older 
bay 


horse, to a faster pace. The gelding worked himself up into a 
lope but 


refused to go any faster. 


As Gavin rode across the small valley toward where he saw 
the 


eagle purposely drop toward the ground, he felt guilty about 
leaving the 


ranger behind. They’d decided to go on the hunt since 
Heath would 


return to work the next day. The falconer would miss having 
his 


boyfriend with him every day as he’d had the past month. 
They’d still 


have evenings, nights, and weekends, but Gavin had grown 
accustomed 


to having the ranger to himself. He didn’t know if he wanted 
to share 


him with the rest of the world. 


By the time the horse and rider reached the far side of the 
valley, 


Elphaba still hadn’t reappeared, a sure sign she was on 
something. Gavin 


listened over the sounds of the horse’s breathing for bells. 
He heard them 


just off to the right. As he turned the horse, he glanced back 
across the 


valley, seeing Heath had finally talked Frex into moving 
faster. 


From the sound of the bells, the eagle was on the ground 
just up the 


hill. Gavin edged Fiyero around a rock and spotted Elphaba 
standing on 


a large, dark-furred body. He turned back toward where 
Heath and his 


horse were coming up the hill. “We’ve got a bear down over 
here.” 


“I didn’t think she could take down a bear,” the ranger 
called back. 
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“She found it,” Gavin replied, swinging down from the 
saddle. 


“Wonder what killed it,” Heath said as he joined the falconer 
on the 


ground. 


Gavin dropped the reins, looked at his horse, and said, 
“Stay.” 


Heath watched with wide eyes. 


“They ground tie well. It’s important as a falconer that | 
don’t have 


to go off trying to find my horse with twelve pounds of eagle 
on my 


fist.” 


The ranger nodded with understanding. He’d held Elphaba 
several 


times the past couple of weeks and knew how quickly the 
large bird got 


heavy. He repeated the move with Frex and then followed 
the other man 


over to where the eagle worked her way through the 
Carcass. 


“Wow, that looks like it was a healthy bear,” the ranger said, 
appraising the heavy body. 


The eagle flared up at the man, and he stepped back to 
relieve some 


of her tension. Elphaba roused and went back to pulling 
large strips of 


bloody flesh from the carcass. 


“Let me get her off it so you can get a better look.” Gavin 
stepped 


forward. He pulled a rabbit leg from his hunting vest and 
held it on the 


glove just far enough from the bear that the eagle would 
have to step off 


it to get the leg. She looked down at the still-warm bear and 
up at the 


familiar gloved hand with food. Her training took over, and 
she hopped 


up to the glove. Gavin turned his back toward the bear and 
took a couple 


of steps away. When she was finished with her meal, he 
Slipped a leather 


hood that he pulled from another pocket onto her head and 
turned back 


toward the ranger. “You're clear now.” 


Heath knelt down next to the body. He poked at the spot 
where 


Elphaba had been feeding. “It was a pretty neat cut before 
she got to it. 


Looks like the gallbladder’s been taken. She’s still warm, 
too.” His voice 


held a hard edge to it. 


The ranger checked the paws. Around the left front, the fur 
was 


matted with blood. “He’s using bear traps,” the ranger 
growled. “We 


need to look around.” 
“For what?” Gavin asked, shifting his arm with the eagle to a 
Slightly more comfortable position. 


“The cubs. She was nursing. They may still be in the den, in 
which 


case they'll be next to impossible to find. If they’re out—” 
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A rifle shot interrupted the ranger. 


“The poacher might be tracking them,” he finished as he 
ran 


toward the horses. 


Gavin hurried as fast as he could without jarring Elohaba too 
much. 


“Heath, what are you going to do?” 
“I have to stop the son of a bitch!” 
“But we don’t have any guns with us.” 


The ranger paused as he grabbed Frex’s reins. He knelt 
down and 


pulled out a small pistol from out of his boot. “Something 
told me to put 


this on this morning. | know we're not supposed to carry 
when we’re out 


with the birds, but sometimes it helps to be prepared.” 


The anger in Heath’s voice was something Gavin had never 
heard 


before. It was harsh enough he hoped it would never be 
directed at him. 


Another shot rang out. 


Gavin grabbed Heath’s arm and pulled him close as he 
could with 


the eagle still on his glove. Their lips met for a second. “I’m 
right behind 


you. Be careful.” 


The ranger gave him a warm smile, touched his face, and 
turned to 


the horse. “I will.” 


The falconer balanced the eagle on the saddle and swung 
up with 


practiced ease. He spun the horse around and followed the 
other man’s 


broad back down the hill as they raced in the direction from 
which 


they’d heard the gunshots. 


They galloped down the valley for several minutes before 
Heath 


slowed Frex to a walk. Gavin slowed the black gelding and 
came in 


alongside the ranger. “Got anything?” 


“I thought | heard a bear cub crying.” Heath scanned the 
hillside. 


A high-pitched pained cry came from just east of them. The 
ranger 


headed the bay gelding toward the sound. 


Elphaba shifted restlessly. “Hang in there, girl,” Gavin said 
softly 


as he wheeled Fiyero around to follow. “We’ll be back to the 
truck ina 


bit.” She was getting heavy. Normally Gavin let her fly back 
to the truck 


once he had her prey under wraps, but he didn’t normally 
carry anything 


large enough to hide a bear carcass. He’d need to carry her 
for a bit 


longer, until they were far enough away that she wouldn't 
find it again. 


Another shot rang out. It came from the direction they were 
riding. 
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Gavin hoped they would be in time to save the bear cubs. 
He also hoped 


that Heath wouldn’t just charge in, guns blazing. They didn’t 
know how 


many people were involved with the poaching. The situation 
would’ve 


been better if he had one of his rifles, but it wasn’t legal for 
him to carry 


firearms when hunting with a bird. 


Heath stopped at the top of the hill and gestured back at 
Gavin. The 


falconer slowed his horse. Looking down toward the east, he 
spotted the 


poacher squatted over a small, dark form. “Stay here. I’m 
going to ride 


down. If I’m lucky, he won’t recognize me out of uniform.” 
Gavin's stomach tightened. “And if you’re not lucky?” 


“If anything bad happens, get a cell signal, call Suzy so she 
can get 


law enforcement in here and hopefully catch the guy.” 
“Heath, please be careful.” 


“I will, but | have to stop this guy.” The ranger reached over 
and 


gave the falconer’s hand a tight squeeze. “Now you and 
Elphaba wait up 


here and stay safe.” 


Gavin didn’t want to watch as Heath rode down the hill 
toward the 


poacher, but he had to; he had to make sure nothing 
happened to the 


man. He’d been alone for too long, and the past weeks had 
been so 


wonderful with Heath around. He didn’t want to think of 
what life would 


be like without the ranger. 


Heath rode down toward the poacher, letting Frex pick the 
best 


path. That made it look like they weren’t in any hurry to 
reach the man, 


as well as prevented them from heading straight toward 
him. Somewhere 


nearby another bear cub cried. 


The poacher let Heath get close to him. He stood up with his 
large 


rifle in his hand. The man held the gun casually as the 
civilian-clad 


ranger stopped next to him and the bear cub. They gestured 
in 


conversation and then the poacher’s gun came up, aimed at 
Heath. 


Gavin’s heart stopped. He knew the poacher couldn’t miss 
at that 


close range and tried to think of what he could do to save 
the ranger. 


Again, he wished he had his rifle. The only things he had 
were the eagle, 


the horse, and a big knife he carried in case of emergencies. 


In the distance, Heath’s hands came up in a surrender 
gesture. The 


poacher motioned for him to dismount. Gavin got an idea. It 
was 


desperate, but he had to do something to try and save 
Heath. 


He struck Elphaba’s hood as he unclipped her jesses. The 
majestic 
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eagle looked about, expecting there to be prey of some sort. 
Gavin 


kicked Fiyero down the hill, pointed toward the bear cub on 
the ground, 


and yelled, “Ho, ho, ho!” as he cast the eagle into the sky. 


At the commotion, the poacher looked up. Elphaba spotted 
the 


body of the bear cub on the ground and flew arrow straight 
down the hill 


toward her next meal. As he dismounted, Heath took the 
opportunity to 


kick the poacher in the hand. The rifle fell to the ground. 
The ranger 


landed on his recently healed leg and crashed hard next to 
the bear cub. 


The poacher dove onto Heath. Heath struggled with the 
poacher, trying 


to roll him off. The criminal was a large man and tried to use 
his weight 


to his advantage. Heath managed to get a good punch into 
the man’s face 


and he rocked backward, over the bear cub. 
Before he could straighten up, Elphaba hit his face. He was 


blocking her from the bear cub. Her two-inch needle-sharp 
talons sank in 


as she expressed her displeasure with the man for keeping 
her from her 


next meal. 


Screaming, the man collapsed onto the ground, allowing the 
eagle 


access to the prey she was after. She hopped off him and 
onto the body 


of the bear cub. She began to pluck black fur off since the 
poacher failed 


to complete his incision to extract the gallbladder, and so 
hadn’t opened 


it up to allow her easy access. The poacher lay unconscious 
near his 


victim, a pool of blood growing around his head. 


Heath wobbled to his feet as Gavin finally reached them. He 
clung 


to Frex’s saddle. 


“Are you all right?” Gavin asked as he swung down from 
Fiyero’s 


back. 


“I will be. | got too close, and he recognized me. | didn’t 
want this 


to be a shootout,” the ranger said weakly. 


The falconer wrapped his arms around the other man, 
holding him 


tightly. “Don’t ever do anything like that again.” 


The ranger returned the hug. “I won’t. Next time we carry 
rifles. 


Besides, what would | do? Arrest myself?” 


Gavin shook his head and released the ranger. “Let’s see 
how bad 


she got him and make sure she’s all right.” 


The falconer walked over to where the eagle had finally 
made it into 


the carcass. She glared at him with a look he recognized as 
pissed-off 


eagle. It would be several minutes before she would even 
let him get close. 
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He turned toward the poacher. Heath had wobbled over to 
him and 


knelt at his side. “She got him real good.” The ranger pulled 
outa 


handkerchief and pressed it on the man’s temple, where 
blood poured 


onto the ground. “If we both go to find the other cub, he 
might bleed out 


before we get back.” 


Gavin shook his head. He didn’t really want to add a person 
to 


Elphaba’s head count. “lIl ride up to the top of the hill and 
see if | can 


get a signal to call Suzy. We’re going to need help getting 
everyone out 


of here.” 


Heath nodded. “Yeah, she’ll have to help me arrange 
something 


since I’m still on leave until tomorrow.” 


Gavin pulled off his long-sleeve shirt and handed it to the 
ranger. 


“Here, use this to wrap his head. Maybe it will keep him 
alive until 


someone gets here.” 


“So if we need your T-shirt for something, | can get it off you 
too?” 


Heath grinned up at him. 


The falconer shrugged as he leaned over to kiss the ranger. 
“Don't 


know. It’s still a bit chilly, even for a mountain man like me.” 
The ranger’s face drooped. “Ah.” 


“Let’s get back to my place and you can have the shirt off 
my 


back.” Gavin laughed as he swung back into the saddle. He 
turned the 


horse toward the top of the hill. “Oh yeah, just leave Elfy 
alone ‘til | get 


back. She should be calmed down by then. She won’t be 
going anywhere 


for a long time.” 
Gavin relaxed as he rode up the hill. Heath was alive. They’d 


caught the poacher. Elphaba was fine. They’d all be going 
home soon. 


Nearby, he heard the bear cub cry out again. After he got a 
Signal and 


called Suzy, he’d go find the little orphan. He was friends 
with the 


wildlife rehabber down the road from him. He and Heath 
would take the 


cub to her on their way home. The lady had a great return 
rate, but the 


poor little one would have to be in captivity for a year or 
more until it 


would be able to survive in the wild. 


“AH, that feels good.” Heath sighed as he sank into the 
steaming water 


of Gavin's oversized bathtub. 


“It looks divine,” Gavin said, standing in the doorway, 
watching as 


the man settled in. 
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“You could join me.” 


The falconer laughed and pulled off his shirt. “I thought 
you'd 


never ask.” He walked over to the other end of the tub. 


“So do you think you can put up with me around the house 
for 


another week or two?” the ranger asked as the other man 
Slid into the hot 


water. He hadn’t re-broken the leg, but the doctors 
extended his 


convalescence another two weeks since it was again 
swollen and painful. 


“Oh, | think | could. Actually, I’ve been meaning to talk to 
you 


about that.” He reached across the water to take the other 
man’s hand. 


Hazel eyes widened. “What about?” 


“Well, you know, we’ve spent most of the past couple of 
months 


together. We seem to get along fairly well. The sex is 
awesome.” Gavin 


smiled, but his heart was beating so hard in his chest he 
was surprised it 


wasn’t causing ripples in the water. He leaned across the 
tub toward 


Heath. “I love you.” 


Their lips met. A warmth that had nothing to do with the 
water 


flowed up around Gavin as Heath wrapped strong arms 
around his 


shoulders. “I love you too. God, it feels good to finally say 
that.” 


The two men moved so that Heath sat against Gavin’s chest 
and the 


falconer could kiss the back of his neck and hold him tight. 


“I’ve been trying to work up the courage to say that fora 
while 


now. | just wasn’t sure how you'd take it,” Gavin said, 
enjoying the feel 


of the other man against him. 


Heath chuckled, grabbing hold of Gavin’s right hand. He 
caressed 


it. “I know, I’ve been trying too, but the time never seemed 
right.” 


Gavin hugged the man tightly, kissed the cute little ear 
inches from 


his lips, and laid his head on the broad shoulder. He felt 
contented and 


happy in a way he never had before. “So instead of just 
hanging out the 


next couple of weeks, why not move in?” 


A heavy silence filled the bathroom for a moment. Then 
Heath 


lifted Gavin’s hand to his lips. The kiss was soft but lusty. 
“That sounds 


like the best offer I’ve had all day.” 


Gavin thought his heart would explode. The hunky ranger of 
his 


dreams had just agreed to move in. He wasn’t going to be 
alone 


anymore. He stretched around Heath’s large shoulder as the 
man bent 


back for their kiss. As their lips touched, his soul soared. He 
felt like he 


could fly away on wings of happiness. 
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In the distance, from her perch in the living room, Elphaba’s 
bells 


chimed softly. Gavin recognized the sound of the contented 
eagle 


settling in for the night. With Heath wrapped in his arms and 
no plans to 


leave there, the falconer was content. He’d found the 
partner he’d almost 


given up hope of finding. 


The kiss ended, and Heath smiled at Gavin. Gavin never 
wanted to 


know another day without that smile. “I love you,” the 
ranger whispered. 


“I love you too.” Gavin knew they’d be telling each other 
that for 


the rest of their lives. He felt whole. 
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WHY DID THE CHICKEN 
CROSS THE ROAD? 
Skylar Jaye 


“SHH, sweet baby girl, come out here.” Gabe leaned down 
on his hands 


and knees, gently trying to coax his poor girl out of the 
rubble she’d 


somehow flown into. “Come on now, Cat, there ain’t nothing 
in there for 


you to eat. Come on out and l'Il get you a warm slice of 
bread, okay?” 


Barely visible from his vantage point, one beaded eye 
bobbed up 


and down, the hen it was attached to preoccupied with 
pecking at the 


dirt. It was too dark to see all of her, but Gabe had raised 
her from the 


egg, just as he’d done with all the other chickens on his 
Small one-acre 


Slice of land, and his mind could fill in what his eyes couldn’t 
see. Her 


darker tail feathers were ruffled up, her wings rustling at her 
light-brown 


sides as she wandered in an aimless circle around the nook. 


“Catherine,” Gabe tried again, eying the loose boards that 
perched 


precariously over the hen’s head. He wafted the feed in his 
hands in her 


direction again, shaking out a few scatterings near the 
entrance. “Come 


on, baby, Liz and Vicki are wondering where you're at.” 


No reaction at the names of her little gossipy friends, but 
then 


again, Gabe hadn’t expected any. It was enough that 
Catherine had 


finally noticed the food and came toward it. Gabe retreated 
Slightly, 


shoulders relaxing as Cat, after just a moment’s hesitation, 
stepped closer 


to the small pile of seed and pecked delicately at it, then 
more viciously 


as she recognized the flavor of her favorite brand. 


Gabe poured out the rest of the seed just before a patch of 
sunlight 


and sat back on his heels, waiting as Cat hopped up out of 
the small 


opening, one talon sinking into rotten wood. She squawked, 
flapping in 
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Surprise as a crack sounded from the pile. 


With sure hands, Gabe scooped her up into his arms, closing 
tightly 


on her wings so she couldn’t escape as the rubble shook 
and collapsed on 


itself, covering the hole the hen had been in just moments 
before. 


“That was close, wasn’t it, girl?” Gabe told the squirming 
hen. 


“Calm down, I’ve got’cha.” 


Cat didn’t calm down, but then she had just almost been 
squashed 


by the remains of the old back shed, so he couldn’t blame 
her too much. 


He did keep her in a tight hold, just in case, all the way back 
to the 


chicken coop, before releasing her down on the ground. 


She sprinted off as soon as she was free, only slowing as 
she found 


herself in the midst of the flock. Khan, the resident rooster, 
pecked at her 


hard on the back, presumably for running off, but gave no 
more 


punishment than that. It was why Gabe had kept him. Khan 
was by far 


the most tolerant rooster he’d ever raised, and one of the 
few who didn’t 


see Gabe as a threat. 


Elizabeth and Victoria, the only other two Ameraucanas 
besides 


Catherine that Gabe owned, made clucking sounds as Cat 
set about 


drinking some water. Gabe watched them for a moment, 
then swept his 


eyes over the rest of the flock in a quick check of inventory. 
The seven 


reds were huddled together around Khan, with the exception 
of Joan who 


napped in the shade near the single speckled gray, Eleanor. 
The last of 


the flock, his two white hens, Isolde and Guinevere, were 
eating their 


way through one of the feed containers. 


“Hmm,” Gabe said. “Flock’s all here, then.” He took a couple 
of 


steps to the left, enough to be able to see around his house 
and to the 


drive across the street. The U-Haul he’d noticed earlier that 
day was still 


there, and now that he was finished with his morning 
chores, he figured 


he’d go see what was going on. 


After all, he thought, what was the point of living in the 
South if 


you couldn’t be a bit nosy every now and then? 


“Keep an eye or two on the girls, would you, Khan?” Gabe 
said. 


“I'll be back soon as I’m able.” 


Khan, and the rest of the chickens, ignored him. Gabe 
shrugged, 


not letting it bother him. Keeping chickens wasn’t quite like 
keeping 


traditional pets, after all. Even cats came up to be petted 
every now and 


then. 
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Still, he loved his flock and spoiled them rotten for it. 
Nothing but 


the best for his baby girls. That reminded him, he’d have to 
bake some 


bread for them tonight, put some cracked oyster shells in it 
to keep their 


calcium up. Their eggs were getting a little frail, and in the 
middle of 


Texas summer the ground was too baked dry for them to 
find their usual 


nutrient-filled grubs to munch on. 


Scratching the back of his head almost absentmindedly, 
Gabe 


trotted over to the front part of his large yard. The coop was 
in the back, 


blocked from view of the street by his smallish cottage of a 
house, but he 


let the flock loose across the whole acre most days, so it 
wasn't like the 


neighborhood didn’t know about the chickens. Gabe kept 
the neighbors 


happy with cartons of eggs when he got too many to eat 
himself, and 


they mostly ignored the early morning crowing and 
occasional escaped 


hen. 


The front gate was electric, one of the first improvements 
Gabe had 


made on the property when he’d moved here five years 
prior, right out of 


college and ready to start living his life. He'd made a decent 
Savings 


working all summers and part-time throughout the year, and 
what the 


property itself hadn’t drained out of his account, he’d spent 
on the gate. 


Still, Gabe couldn’t bring himself to regret it as he punched 
in the 


code and waited for the rungs to slide open. They did with 
just a small 


squeak, and he walked through, his ears telling him when 
the gate slid 


back closed behind him. 


Across the street, the U-Haul’s back was open to reveal 
several 


stacks of cardboard boxes and, in one corner, a bike. Gabe 
walked over 


to it, looking around the contents curiously. 
“Can | help you?” 


Gabe turned from his appraisal of the boxes to see an older 
lady 


staring at him, her hands on her hips and her graying hair in 
a neat bob 


around her head. He cleared his throat. “Hello, ma’am. My 
name’s 


Gabriel Matthews and | think”—his eyes drifted to the U- 
Haul and then 


back to her—“that I’m one of your new neighbors.” 


The lady tilted her head and huffed. “Is that so? Which one’s 
yours, 


then?” 


“That one, ma’am.” Gabe nodded his head across the street 
in the 


direction of his house. As she turned to look, he offered 
quickly, “Ya'll 


need some help here, ma’am?” 


The lady turned back and seemed to come to the decision 
that he 
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was being genuine. “Couldn’t hurt. I’m Tracy, so stop with 
that ma’am 


business.” She waved a manicured hand and sighed. “My 
boy’ll be here 


in a minute to help. He went to get some lunch for us. No 
food in our 


fridge yet, is there?” 


Gabe kept his face carefully neutral and nodded. He knew 
what 


Pops would say if he were here, but then Pops always had a 
problem 


with single mothers. Gabe, on the other hand, had ended up 
hanging out 


with the far more liberal crowd as a kid, and by the time 
he’d hit college, 


he’d rejected the vast majority of his father’s teachings. “Do 
you have 


any boxes of books?” he asked instead of commenting. “In 
this heat, the 


glue will melt off their spines. Best to get them inside.” 
“Don’t preach to me, mister,” Tracy said, wagging her finger 


before using it to point out two medium-sized cardboard 
boxes on the 


right. “I know all about this darn heat. Used to live in 
Houston, | did.” 


Gabe hauled one of the boxes into his arms. “I’m sorry to 
tell you 


this, ma’am, but this ain’t Houston.” It wasn’t even Dallas, 
not quite. 


Tracy frowned at him as she headed toward the front door. “l 
know 


that, boy.” 


Ducking his head, Gabe set the box down where she pointed 
and 


headed back outside to grab another. Tracy chatted at him, 
occasionally 


taking some of the smaller boxes herself as she mapped out 
for Gabe her 


life’s migration story, moving from Houston to New York City 
to 


Chicago, where her son was born, and then to D.C. before 
she’d decided 


that she’d missed good ol’ Southern friendliness and packed 
up to head 


to Dallas. 


Gabe had to wonder why Tracy didn’t get a house closer into 
the city, 


but he barely got the chance to even interject a word before 
she was off 


again. He smiled to himself, not minding too much. In some 
ways, Tracy 


reminded him quite a bit of Ma, with her sharp glare and 
even sharper 


tongue should he be caught sneaking out in the middle of 
the night. 


They’d gotten about a third of the U-Haul’s contents into the 
house 


by the time an expensive sports car pulled up into the drive. 
With the sun 


glaring on the window, all Gabe could make out was the 
dark shadow of 


a person behind the wheel, at least until the door opened 
and out stepped 


Tracy’s boy. 


He was no boy, that was a certainty. Gabe blinked slowly, 
setting 


down a box back onto the U-Haul ramp as he took in the 
sight of the tall, 


fair-skinned Adonis. Said Adonis’s eyes glanced from him to 
Tracy and 
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back, one dark eyebrow rising in a question. “Mother,” he 
said, his low 


voice like church bells in the sudden silence. 
“Aaron.” Tracy clapped her hands. “Well, good, you’re finally 
here. Meet our new neighbor, Gabriel.” 


“Gabe,” he said in an automatic correction, holding out his 
hand for 


Aaron to shake. Aaron took it, his grip firm as his eyes 
traveled down 


Gabe’s body. 


Gabe flushed, glad his tanned skin wouldn’t show the faint 
hint of 


red as he remembered he was still wearing his torn and 
faded work jeans, 


his tee ripped at the sleeves and stained in yellow, brown, 
and green 


spots. The sun certainly wasn’t helping him either; he knew 
he must 


have wet stains on his back, and his face probably shone 
with sweat. At 


least his dirty-blond hair was thick enough that it didn’t look 
plastered to 


his head. 


“| picked up sandwiches from the deli,” Aaron said as he 
pulled his 


hand back, his gaze returning to his mother. 
“Fabulous, I’m famished,” Tracy said. “Gabriel, dear, | don’t 
Suppose—” 


“| should really be getting back,” Gabe said before she could 
offer 


him lunch. He very much doubted that Aaron had picked up 
more than 


two sandwiches. “I can come around later if ya’ll need more 
help....” 


“I think we’ve got it,” Aaron said. “Thank you for helping my 
mother out.” 


“It was no trouble.” Gabe flashed him a smile. “Was a 
pleasure 


meeting you both.” 


Aaron nodded in a sort of dismissal, which Gabe took, 
crossing the 


street without even giving into his urge to look back. At 
least, until he 


was back on his own property, but by the time he looked 
over his 


shoulder, Tracy and Aaron had gone inside. 


GABE frowned, biting the end of his pen as he stared down 
at the draft 


he’d scratched out. Nowadays, most of his colleagues did all 
their work 


on their various high-tech computers, but Gabe had always 
been a bit 


more hands-on, and while he was comfortable with the 
software he used 


for work, he preferred to draft out his ideas by hand before 
transferring 


them onto his laptop screen. If only the picture in his head 
would 
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actually make itself onto the paper, Gabe would be happy. 
Dii-ng. Dingg. 

Raising an eyebrow, Gabe looked over in the direction of the 


hallway that led to the front door. He wondered if he’d just 
hallucinated 


the doorbell, but no, there it went again. Dropping his pen, 
Gabe stood 


and padded with bare feet from his office to the living room. 
He checked 


the wall clock as he passed and grimaced when he saw it 
was nearly 


seven thirty. 


“Yep?” Gabe asked as he opened the door. He blinked as he 
caught 


sight of his new neighbor, standing on his front porch 
wearing khaki 


pants and a dark-blue polo shirt. In his arms was a chicken. 


“Gabe, right?” Aaron nodded. “One of your chickens was in 
my 


yard.” He shifted, holding the hen out. “At least, | believe it’s 
one of yours.” 


Gabe frowned. Most of his chickens had been trained to let 
him 


pick them up, though they gave a squawk of protest more 
often than not. 


Being picked up by a stranger, on the other hand—well, it 
bespoke of 


Aaron’s sure-handedness. Chickens weren’t particularly hard 
animals to 


hold, but only if you knew to keep their wings down and 
their talons 


captured either in hand or against your chest. 


“Cat,” Gabe chided as he registered the identity of the hen. 
“What 


were you doing crossing the road like that?” 


“You named your chicken Cat?” Aaron sounded amused as 
he 


relinquished his grip on the hen and allowed her to be 
transferred into 


Gabe’s arms. 


“Nah.” Gabe shook his head. “Her name’s Catherine. 
Catherine the 


Great.” 


Aaron raised one eyebrow. “As in, once Czarina of Russia, 
that 


Catherine the Great?” 


Gabe’s lips twitched of their own will. “Yeah,” he admitted, 
then 


looked out at the sky. “Listen, man, thanks for bringing her 
back—” 


“It was no trouble,” Aaron said, copying Gabe’s words from 
just 


the week before when he'd helped Tracy move boxes. 


Gabe grinned. “In that case, do you mind holding onto her 
for asec 


while | get my boots?” 


Aaron blinked, a sort of stunned expression passing over his 
face 


for just a moment before it was wiped away, to be replaced 
by the casual 


openness that Gabe could tell from one look was a 
calculated mask. He 
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wondered what Aaron did for a living. “Sure...,” the man 
murmured, 


taking Cat back. 


Like Gabe had thought, Aaron’s hands were confident as he 
tucked 


the squirming hen to his chest. It was a bit of a fun sight, 
Gabe 


acknowledged as he jogged to the back door where he’d left 
his boots 


and slipped them on. He doubted the city-boy that Aaron 
seemed to be 


was very used to farm animals. 


Speaking of farm animals, the flock had probably decimated 
their 


water supply by now. Gabe grabbed a bucket from next to 
the sink and 


filled it up with the water on full blast. While he waited for it 
to top off, he 


tilted his head, glancing through the corner window at 
Aaron’s profile and 


whistled a bit to himself as he was reminded of the man’s 
classic beauty. 


Classic beauty or not, Gabe figured he had a chance in hell 
of 


bedding that Adonis. He wasn’t shy in the looks department 
himself, but 


Aaron’s whole demeanor practically screamed straight. 
Shrugging, Gabe 


turned off the tap and heaved the bucket up with both 
hands. It wasn’t 


like he was at a loss for bed partners. If worst came to 
worst, Gabe could 


always drive down to Austin, and he did on occasion, but 
there were 


enough people coming through his small town to get to 
Dallas that his 


needs were met regularly. 


“Thanks,” Gabe offered as he made his way back into the 
living 


room, bucket balanced carefully so as not to spill any of the 
water on his 


nice hardwood floor. “I can take her now.” 


Aaron looked at him, amusement in the crinkles of his 
mouth as his 


gaze traveled from Gabe’s face down to his arms, bulging 
from the 


weight of the bucket. “It looks to me like you have your 
hands full.” 


Gabe shrugged and then bit back a curse as the water 
sloshed a bit 


from the movement. “I’ve juggled worse.” He shifted the 
bucket to one 


arm and held out his other for Cat. 


“Just tell me where you want me to put her. I’ve got it,” 
Aaron 


said, eyes still on Gabe’s arms. 


Gabe blinked. “Okay, man, thanks.” He slid past Aaron. 
“Close the 


door, would you, and follow me.” 


They trudged together on the worn dirt path Gabe took at 
least 


twice a day around the back of the house and toward the 
coop. 


“Chickens don’t seem like the usual pet,” Aaron offered as 
they 


walked. 
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“Not quite.” Gabe chuckled. “I grew up raising them in my 


backyard, just a couple, usually, but my ma liked the fresh 
eggs.” 


“| see,” Aaron said. “Do all of them have queenly names, or 
IS 


Catherine just special?” 


Gabe looked over, but he could see the slight jest in Aaron’s 
eyes, 


and he smiled. “Sort of,” he admitted. “I’m a bit of a history 
buff, to be 


honest. Catherine, Eleanor, Joan. There’s so many more 
strong men in 


history than women that they just stand out more, | 
Suppose.” 


“|I wouldn’t take you for a women’s rights activist,” Aaron 
remarked dryly. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.” 


“There ain’t.” Gabe shrugged. “Though my pops would’ve 
killed me 


if he thought | went around parading women’s rights. Then 
again, if he did 


that my ma would’ve probably killed him, and then where 
would she be?” 


“Then you are an activist.” Aaron’s mouth twitched as if he 
didn’t 


quite believe that. 


Gabe shook his head. “Not so much. | just like to think of my 
hens 


as strong girls, is all.” 


Aaron dodged a large clump of weeds that Gabe just walked 
right 


through. “Ah.” 


“So what do you do for a living?” Gabe asked. “l'Il have to 
Say, 


you don’t look the usual type to live at home with the 
parents.” 


Out of the corner of his eyes, Gabe saw Aaron frown and he 


winced, hoping that hadn’t been too crass. “I’m an office 
manager,” 


Aaron said simply. 


Gabe cleared his throat, nodding, and decided to go back to 
a safer 


topic. “So have you ever been ’round hens before?” 
“No.” Aaron shook his head. “Why?” 


“The way you hold her.” Gabe glanced at him and grinned. 
“Not 


panicky. A lot of folk wouldn’t know the first thing about 
holding a 


chicken.” 


Aaron shifted Cat in his arms. “Oh, no, | watched a 
documentary once.” 


“You watched a documentary once,” Gabe repeated. 


“Cooped Up,” Aaron said. “It was interesting. Dramatic, 
informative, 


suspenseful.” His mouth was twitching, and Gabe laughed 
aloud. 


“I'll bet,” he said. “What was the climax? Did it involve a 
fox?” 


“A coyote.” Aaron looked over just as Gabe did, and their 
eyes met 
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for a moment before they looked away again. “Rocky the 
Rooster beat 


him away.” 
Gabe snorted, but didn’t comment as they approached the 


chickens’ coop. It looked like another splurge, the coop, but 
Gabe and 


Pops had built it together over the first Christmas he’d lived 
on this 


property. The whole thing was covered with a metal roof, 
Slanted so the 


rain wouldn’t get in through the mesh openings, enough to 
let the wind 


in but keep the pests out. The single door was open, like it 
usually was 


during the day, but most of the hens would already be up in 
the boxes or 


settling down on their perches by this time of night. 
Not that it looked like night yet, with the sun still slowly 
meandering its way down to the horizon. 


“How did you get past the gate anyways?” Gabe asked as 
he 


dumped the bucketful of water into the central trough. 


“Your sign,” Aaron answered, setting Cat down on the 
ground 


gently. Gabe could have told him he didn’t have to do that— 
Cat would 


fly herself down if the man had just dropped her—but he 
enjoyed the 


sudden view of Aaron’s backside too much to ruin it with his 
words. 


Except— “Wait, what sign?” Gabe frowned. “Oh, damn, you 
mean 


the one for the mailman?” He scratched the back of his 
head. “Forgot all 


about that.” 


“You have the code to your gate on a public sign, and you 
forgot 


about it?” Aaron straightened and turned, giving Gabe a 
raised eyebrow. 


“I was expecting a new TV.” Gabe shrugged. He’d put a sign 
up 


asking the mailman to come up to his porch instead of 
leaving the 


package out in front like he usually did. “I’ll take it down 
tomorrow.” 


“I can forget the number,” Aaron offered, stepping back to 
let Gabe 


latch up the coop, certain all of the chickens were now in for 
the night. 


“Why do I not believe you?” Gabe shook his head, not too 
upset as 


he began to walk back toward the house. He glanced 
sideways, appraising 


Aaron’s soft smile. It brightened up the man’s face 
remarkably. “You 


wanna come in for some drinks?” he asked, taking a chance. 


Aaron’s face shifted, and then suddenly the casual mask 
was back. 


“| would love to, but my mother will have dinner ready by 
now.” 


“Of course.” Gabe frowned. “lIl walk you to the gate.” 


“No need,” Aaron said, his expression forcing Gabe to stop 
before 


he could pass his house by. “Have a good night.” 
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“You too,” Gabe muttered as Aaron continued toward the 
gate. He 


wanted to thank the man again for bringing Cat back, but 
Aaron was already 


too far and Gabe just shrugged to himself, turning to go 
back in the house. 


THE Sunday after Aaron had brought Cat back to his house, 
Gabe was 


interrupted in the middle of preparing lunch by another 
knock on the 


door. “Coming!” he called, slicing up the last of the fresh 
bread with 


practiced motions. Finished, he set the bread knife in the 
sink and wiped 


his hands off on his jeans as he trotted to the door. 


To say he was surprised to see Aaron yet again on the other 
side of 


his door was an understatement. Once again, there was a 
chicken clasped 


in his arms. “Really, Cat?” Gabe asked instead of addressing 
the man. 


“I take it she doesn’t usually wander off this often?” 


“Nah. | mean, she’s one of my more adventurous hens, but 
they 


usually keep their exploration to my yard.” Gabe gave Aaron 
a sheepish 


smile. “You can just set her down outside. The flock’s 
somewhere, she'll 


find them.” 


“Hmm.” Aaron did so, this time just letting Cat fly onto the 
grass 


instead of bending down. Gabe found himself just a bit 
disappointed, but 


he shook it off. 


“Oh, hey,” Gabe said, remembering, “I’ve got something for 
you 


and your mom, if you want?” 
“Something?” Aaron managed to get both amusement and 


Skepticism into his voice. Gabe much preferred that over the 
pleasant, 


dull tone he seemed to usually use. 


“Eggs.” Gabe gestured for Aaron to come in, and after only 
a 


moment’s hesitation the man did. “I’m starting to overflow. 
Besides, it’s 


sort of a tradition on the street for newcomers to get the 
first dozen eggs 


of the week’s leftovers.” 
Aaron followed Gabe to the kitchen. “Is that so?” 


“Ask anyone.” Gabe motioned for Aaron to sit. He opened 
his 


fridge and took out the large bowl of eggs. Setting them by 
the sink, he 


reached toward one of the many empty cartons he kept 
around and set 


about washing a dozen eggs. “They all love my hens’ eggs. 
Tastes 


nothing like store-bought, l'Il tell you that. Much yellower 
too, so don’t 


let your mom freak out. Miss Charleston did that and 
dumped the whole 
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carton, wasted twelve good eggs.” He shook his head. 


“Is she the one in the pink house?” Aaron asked, saying a lot 
by the 


grimace on his face. 


Gabe laughed, delighted that the man’s expression was 
opening up 


for him. “Yeah, exactly.” He picked up another egg and 
turned to show it 


to Aaron. “You're in luck, the Ameraucanas decided to lay 
their eggs all 


week. That trio is rather unpredictable.” 


“That’s a green egg,” Aaron stated, staring. “Easter was a 
while ago.” 


“Exactly,” Gabe said. “Ameraucanas, it’s a breed. They lay 
creme, 


green, and blue eggs. Comes from the wider umbrella of 
Easter Eggers, 


don’t they?” 
“So your chickens are all... Easter Eggers?” Aaron was still 
looking skeptical. 


Gabe washed the egg and put it away. “I’ve got three. Cat’s 
one. 


But she lays blue eggs, jewel that she is. | try to put at least 
one of hers in 


every carton. | thought she wasn’t laying this week, but | 
found her 


clutch in one of the corner boxes this morning.” He grabbed 
one and 


flashed it Aaron’s way. “It’s my Sunday morning activity, 
usually, 


sorting through the eggs and divvying them up.” 
“No church?” Aaron asked, voice back to bland. 
“Nah.” Gabe shrugged. “Once in a blue moon, y’know.” He 


scrubbed the last egg and put it in the carton. “Besides, | 
don’t collect my 


eggs at the same time every morn, and the hens figure they 
can lay them 


outside their boxes.” 


“What?” Aaron tilted his head, confusion coming through 
the small 


movement. 
Gabe sighed melodramatically. “Last time | was out for my 


cousin’s wedding, they left a whole pile under the 
wheelbarrow. By the 


time | found them, they were spoiled rotten by the summer 
heat.” 


He closed the carton and handed it over. “There you go. 
Give your 


mom my greetings.” 


Aaron stood. “I will.” He paused, eyes tracing the side of 
Gabe’s 


face. Gabe froze, uncertain of the nature of the tension in 
the air. After a 


moment, Aaron reached forward and swiped a thumb across 
Gabe’s 


cheek. He pulled back and wiped his thumb off on the 
carton. “You had 


an eyelash.” 
206 | SKYLAR JAYE 


“Ah, thanks.” Gabe frowned as Aaron bowed his head in a 
sort of 


goodbye and left for the front door. “And thanks again for 
bringing Cat 


back,” he added as he opened the door for Aaron, proper 
manners like 


Ma had drilled into him. 


Ten minutes later, Gabe was chewing slowly through his 
sandwich, 


contemplating his neighbor. Aaron didn’t seem to be a man 
of many 


words, which was interesting because when he did talk, they 
seemed to 


come easily to him. Not easily like to Gabe; he’d always 
been a bit of a 


blabbermouth when he was nervous, and Aaron’s company 
had him 


second-guessing himself more than he liked. 


He thought the man was straight, but there was no doubt 
Aaron had 


been checking him out when they’d gone out to the coop 
together, and 


yet he’d put his guard up immediately when Gabe had 
suggested drinks. 


And yeah, Gabe knew that not every man was as easy as he 
often was, 


but he honestly hadn’t been trying to instigate something. 
Or, at least, it 


hadn’t been a very realistic hope. 


But Gabe had light hair, even on his legs and arms. His 
eyelashes 


were barely visible, and certainly not enough that you could 
see a single 


one in contrast to his tan cheek. 


“Damn closeted city boys,” Gabe muttered, ignoring the fact 
that 


he hadn’t grown up so far out of the city that he could be 
called a country 


boy himself. “Lord, do they know how to mix up their 
Signals.” 


ONE thing Gabe would give Texas summers, they were 
optimal for 


dinner outdoors. He leaned back in his chair, one leg up, 
knee bent ina 


balancing act with his plate. His hamburger was half-eaten 
and his 


stomach growled for more, but his mind was elsewhere as 
he slowly 


sipped at his beer. 


Eleanor was still where he’d last seen her, panting in the dirt 
just 


outside the coop. The rest of flock was around toward the 
front of the 


house, but Eleanor hadn't followed them, and Khan hadn't 
made her. 


Gabe sighed. Any long-term chicken owner knew the signs, 
and 


he’d been raising chicks since he was old enough to walk. 
Frankly, he 


would be shocked if Eleanor made it through the rest of the 
summer. 


Ma always told him that naming the chicks was as good as 
naming 


the meat on his dinner plate. It wasn’t quite accurate, since 
Gabe very 


rarely ate chicken nowadays, preferring to stick with beef 
and pork, but 
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hens didn’t live for very long, certainly not as long as a cat 
would, and it 


was always hard to let go of a pet you’d chosen a name for. 
There was a scratching noise, and Cat looked up at him with 


beaded black eyes. Gabe frowned, sighing as he peeled off 
a thin slice of 


top layer from his bun, rolling it in his fingers and flicking it 
toward the 


hen. “I think you’re in your teenage rebellion stage. What do 
you think?” 


It would certainly explain some things. 


Cat picked the bread up and gobbled it down. She continued 
to 


peck at the ground, and then looked back up in his direction 
when she 


realized there was no more. Gabe wrinkled his nose at her 
and finished 


off the last of his burger. “No more for you,” he said with a 
full mouth. 


“You've got your feed in the coop if you can’t find no grubs.” 


A laugh had Gabe looking up, and he saw Aaron standing 
just 


outside the patio. “Do you always talk to your chickens?” 


Gabe swallowed harshly, his burger almost getting stuck in 
his 

throat. He gulped down some beer. “What, never had any 
pets growing 


up?” he said to distract himself from his sudden 
embarrassment. 


Aaron shook his head. “My mother’s allergic to most types 
of fur.” 


“Not even a naked mole rat?” Gabe reached over to his 
open cooler 


and pulled out a beer, waving it in Aaron’s direction. Aaron 
accepted it 


and sat down in the chair across from Gabe. 
“Not so much,” Aaron murmured, looking down at Cat, who 


squawked at them as Gabe shooed her off with his foot. “I’m 
sorry to 


intrude....” 


“No, man, | don’t care.” Gabe shrugged. “So long as you're 
not 


planning on stealing anything, | like visitors.” 
Aaron’s mouth twitched in that strange half smile of his. “No 


stealing,” he promised. “Mother liked the eggs. She wanted 
me to ask 


you if you had any more.” 


“Huh.” Gabe frowned, trying to remember how many he had 
left. 


“I'd be happy to pay for it, of course,” Aaron said quickly, 
misunderstanding. 


“No, that’s not it.” Gabe shook his head. “It’s frankly a 
blessing to 


get them off my hands before they go bad. | get too many 
to eat them all 


myself, but....” He bit his lip. “Yeah, | should have at least 
enough to 


send you off with half a dozen. Least ’til next week.” He 
looked over in 
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Eleanor’s direction, but now with Aaron there he could no 
longer see 


her. “l'Il probably get some new chicks soon, once the heat 
dies down 


enough where they won’t stroke.” 
“Do you have to get new chicks often?” Aaron asked. 


It sounded like a casual question, but the man was staring 
at the 


beer in his hands, head bowed, and Gabe could tell it was 
anything but. 


“Yeah,” he admitted. “I only get a couple of years of good 
laying out of 


the hens before they get too senior and then, well—” He 
glanced at his 


own beer and took a swig of it. “—you just have to wait.” 
“Wait,” Aaron repeated. 


Gabe hesitated and then forged ahead. “Your mom, is 
she...?” 


Aaron looked up, shock evident in his eyes. “How, no, it 
doesn’t 


matter.” He sighed. “The doctors said that moving more 
toward the 


country would help, but they put her back on mandatory 
bed rest today.” 


Gabe wanted to ask what it was, but he figured it was 
enough that 


Aaron was telling him this. He figured the man had no one 
else to tell it 


to, and sometimes there were things that just needed to get 
off the chest. 


“I lost my pops when I was nineteen,” he said instead. “l 
was away at 


college, my version of rebellion in some ways, and he 
Slipped away in 


the middle of the semester.” 
“I’m sorry,” Aaron said. 


“No.” Gabe shook his head. “I mean, yeah, it was bad, but it 
was a 


while ago.” He blinked up at the sky for a moment, 
remembering. “Ma 


told me, she told me after that death is just another part of 
living, which 


still doesn’t make much sense, but that’s my ma for you.” 


The silence stretched between them for a long moment, 
broken 


only by the distant sounds of birds and, farther away, 
cicadas. Gabe was 


just about to blurt something out—what, he didn’t know— 
when Aaron 


cleared his throat. “Where did you go to school?” 


“UT,” Gabe answered immediately, glad for the change in 
subject. 


“I was a Longhorn all the way, but my folks lived in San 
Antonio, and 


they weren’t too happy with me moving away.” He 
shrugged. “It is what 


it is.” 
“I was a business major,” Aaron said. “Like my father. My 


company has an office in Dallas, so when my mother—” He 
cut himself 


off and then took a swallow of his beer, his Adam’s apple 
bobbing on his 


neck. After a moment, he opened his mouth again and 
changed the 
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subject. “What do you do? Other than tend to chickens, | 
mean.” 


And there, the amusement was back. Gabe held his grin 
inside and 


answered. “Graphic design. Lets me work from home, and | 
like it.” 


“Really?” Aaron looked surprised, as if he hadn’t been 
expecting that. 


Gabe nodded. “Yeah, that was my major at UT, design. Got a 
job 


right out of college and moved here.” 
“Why here?” Aaron asked. 


Gabe shrugged. “I don’t know, to be honest. Always thought 
| 


would continue to live in Austin. | thought it was more of my 
scene, but 


then the city started stifling me after a while, and | just had 
to move outa 


bit farther into the countryside.” 


“I miss the city,” Aaron admitted, and Gabe admired the 
way his 


shoulders opened up, as if he was finally able to let loose. 
There was 


quite a bit of nostalgia in his tone as he looked up at Gabe. 
“There was 


always someone new to meet, something going on. Here, 
it’s slower.” 


“Slow doesn’t have to be a bad thing,” Gabe murmured. He 
shifted. 


“It’s not always a good thing, mind you. I’ve never liked my 
relationships slow, but....” 


The air between them twisted as Aaron smiled, a true smile 
this 


time. It made Gabe’s breath catch in his throat, but then 
again, it was the 


first time he’d seen that gorgeous look on the man’s face. 


“Relationships? | haven’t seen any signs of a girlfriend,” 
Aaron 


murmured, leaning closer. 


“No,” Gabe said. His heart pounded in his chest and blood 
rushed 


to his ears. This, these signs, he knew how to read. “The 
only girls l'Il 


have in my life are my hens.” 


“Is that so?” Aaron stood, and as if they were somehow 
attached, 


Gabe drew up with him. Aaron’s soft cologne drifted on the 
wind toward 


him and he shivered slightly, and then more as he saw 
Aaron’s mouth 


part, a pink tongue swiping at the top lip. 


“Yeah,” Gabe said, his gaze flickering between the hazel 
flecks of 


Aaron's eyes and his open lips. He leaned forward, willing to 
take this 


risk, and pressed against them. 


Aaron mumbled something, but it was caught in Gabe’s 
mouth and 


then they were kissing. Gabe pushed closer, opening his 
mouth wider in 


an invitation, but Aaron didn’t take it. Instead he set a slow 
pace, as if 


they had all the time in the world to softly explore each 
other. 
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It was... nice. Gabe let his hands stroke up Aaron’s sides, 
delighted 


in the shivers he felt below the harsh fabric of the man’s 
shirt. He was 


usually aching for skin at this point, but with Aaron it was 
like they could 


stay there for hours, drinking in each other’s breaths as they 
lazily kissed. 


Aaron’s hand stroked down Gabe’s back, and it had him 
arching 


Slightly and he broke away, panting though he didn’t know 
why he 


should be. There was something unknown happening here, 
and he shook 


himself, trying to get back on solid ground. 


“| have a bed inside,” Gabe offered, because that he could 
always 


do. “You should see it. It’s a king, silk sheet and everything.” 


Aaron pulled back, leaving Gabe’s proximity so fast it took 
Gabea 


moment to register it. “I should be getting back,” he said, 
and there was 


something going on in his eyes that Gabe couldn’t figure 
out. “I have an 


early meeting tomorrow.” 
“Right, yeah,” Gabe said, nodding. “I understand.” 


And he did. It wouldn’t do to make a scene, to ask what was 
wrong 


even though something obviously was. Gabe could guess, 
and what he 


thought was that Aaron was a man deep in grief for what 
was to come 


and looking for a distraction, only to realize that the 
distraction he’d 


aimed for was too raw. 


There were two things men went to when they were looking 
to 


forget: sex and alcohol. Gabe was usually fine with being 
used asa 


distraction in the bars, but at his own home, well, he figured 
Aaron 


probably made the right choice by stepping away. 
Still, he spared a brief moment to be disappointed as Aaron 


disappeared around the corner of the house. There was a 
clucking sound 


and then Cat, Liz, and Vicki all raced around the corner, 
likely spooked 


by Aaron’s sudden appearance. 


Gabe’s lips twitched at their antics and he sat heavily back 
down, 


reaching into the cooler for another beer. 


NEARLY two week after he’d been left in his own backyard, 
Gabe 


flipped the eggs in his pan, whistling to himself as he 
cooked breakfast. 


He’d sent Hammer off with a couple slices of toast, but the 
seven-foot 


giant had been running on too tight of a schedule to stay for 
a full meal, 


so Gabe had let him go with only a bit of distraction. 


His body thrummed, aching beautifully like it always did 
after a 
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good night. Gabe sighed, berating himself for going so long 
without a 


quick fix. He wasn’t twenty-one anymore, but he wasn’t yet 
thirty, and 


going without for nearly a month was practically criminal in 
the gay 


handbook. 


Or at least according to the list he and a couple of friends 
had made 


on a drunken night right before graduation. 


There was a knock on the door, and Gabe called out, “Come 
in!” 


He was pretty sure he’d left the door unlocked after 
Hammer left. 


The door opened and then closed as Gabe flipped the eggs 
one 


more time and then, deciding they were done, slid them 
onto his plate. 


Turning, he caught sight of Aaron staring at him. 


“Hey,” he greeted. “Come for some eggs? | made a carton 
for y'all; 


it’s in the fridge.” 
“You....” Aaron paused, eyes tracing Gabe’s neck. 


Gabe frowned, reaching up and wincing as he felt at the 
tender 


bruise. Hammer was a bit of a biter, but then Gabe had 
been expecting 


something a bit rough and he hadn’t been disappointed. He 
never was, 


with Hammer. 
“Who made that?” Aaron asked, voice strained. 


“Captain Hammer.” Gabe shrugged. He’d stopped caring 
what 


others thought of his sexual preferences when he’d left 
home. “Yeah, he 


gets a lot of jokes for it. Airplane pilot, was in DFW for the 
weekend and 


dropped by.” 
“Dropped by,” Aaron repeated. 


Gabe frowned, trying to judge if he was serious or not. “So, 
you 


were gone all week. Your mom said something ‘bout a 
business trip.” 


“| was in Dublin,” Aaron said, somewhat distracted as he 
moved 


farther into the kitchen. 


“Dublin?” Gabe set the plate down. “As in Ireland? Wow, 
man, did 


you get the chance to sightsee at all?” 


Aaron’s mouth twitched down, the frown equivalent of his 
half 


smile. “I’ve been there before.” 


“Lucky.” Gabe grabbed the butter and slathered it onto his 
slices of 


toast. “You hungry? | can cook another egg.” 

“Not particularly,” Aaron said. “So, Hammer. Is he your 
boyfriend?” 
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“What?” Gabe froze, knife stilling midway through a stroke. 
He 


put it and the bread down, turning to fully face Aaron. “No, 
he’s not, but 


frankly | don’t see why you should be sounding all jealous 
because 


neither are you.” 


It might be harsh, but Aaron was ruining the good mood last 
night 


had put Gabe in, and he wasn’t at fault here. He’d done 
nothing wrong 


except have a good time with an acquaintance who had the 
same itch to 


scratch. 


“Neither am |,” Aaron repeated. “You’ve hardly given mea 
chance 


to be anything.” 


“Given you?” Gabe gaped. He didn’t even know what to 
make of 


that, only that Aaron was acting like a jealous wife and Gabe 
was having 


none of it. “What have you given me? Kissing me to forget 
that your 


mother is dying is hardly a marriage proposal, now is it?” 


Aaron reeled back, his face blanking into indifference. “Of 
course not.” 


Gabe sucked in a quick breath, anger leaving as suddenly as 
it had 


come. “It’s... | didn’t mean....” 


“No, | had no right.” Aaron turned away. “I should go.” 


And like so many times before, Aaron left before Gabe could 
gather his wits enough to think of a reply. 
“Shit,” Gabe groaned. “Way to be an insensitive jerk, Gabe.” 


His pan sizzled, reminding him he’d left the stove on, and 
Gabe 


winced, a headache already beginning to form behind his 
eyes. 


GABE rubbed his face in his hands, staring down at the 
completed 


design on his laptop. He wasn’t completely happy with the 
layout, but he 


had no idea what would improve it. His inspiration was 
stifled, burning 


in his gut like the repetition of his last conversation with 
Aaron that was 


cycling in his head. 


“Why can’t you just let it go, Gabe?” he asked himself, 
throwing a 


hand in the air in disgust. He got up and wandered to the 
kitchen. 


He’d gone across the street the day before to drop off a 
carton of 


eggs, hoping to apologize for the barb he’d thrown, but it 
had been Tracy 


who’d answered the door, her hair hanging limp at her 
shoulders. Her 


smile was tired but sincere as she accepted the eggs and 
offered him 


some tea, but Gabe had refused, unable to intrude while he 
was Still 


uncertain of his own temper. 
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The sun shone brightly outside, a heady temptation. Gabe 
opened 


the back door and stepped outside, sighing as his skin 
began to heat up 


immediately. He wandered over to the patio area and 
brushed at the 


crumbs on the table left over from the night before. 


A throat cleared and Gabe turned, startled to see Aaron 
standing by 


the corner of his house, holding Cat in his arms. “Gabe,” he 
said. 


“Hey,” Gabe greeted and then winced. “Did she cross the 
road again?” 


“She did,” Aaron said as he held the hen out. 


Gabe recognized the gesture for what it was, knowing that if 
Aaron 


had wanted to, he could have just released Cat inside the 
gate and been 


on his way. This was Aaron’s peace offering. 


“Look,” Gabe said. “I want to apologize. | didn’t want to 
throw that 


in your face. | know—” he turned his head away “—I know 
that night 


didn’t mean anything. You were hurting and | was there. | 
didn’t want to 


bring it up like that.” 
Aaron’s shoulders had stiffened and he let Cat go, not even 


watching as she ran away back toward the nearby flock. “Do 
you want it 


not to mean anything?” 


“Do | want it... no.” Gabe shook his head. “I mean, | don’t 
want it 


to affect our friendship, ‘cause | think we’re becoming 
friends and I don’t 


have many—” He cut himself off before he could mortify 
himself more. 


“| don’t want to be friends, Gabe,” Aaron said, drawing 
forward so 


that Gabe couldn’t misinterpret his meaning. “And I’m sorry 
| got 


jealous. | always have been that way, and | doubt it will 
change.” 


Gabe paused, trying to figure out what Aaron was saying. 
“So you 


do want me?” 


“God, yes.” Aaron chuckled and stepped right up into 
Gabe’s space. 


“Do you even know? The first time | met you | wanted you. 
And that 


night, Gabe, all | wanted to do was take you up on your 
offer. Take you to 


bed and show you how much I wanted you. How much | still 
want you.” 


Gabe blinked, stunned. “I didn’t—you left!” Gabe blurted. 


“| was....” Aaron frowned, sighing as he stroked at Gabe’s 
cheek 


with his thumb. “It wasn’t a good night. | haven’t been 
ready to starta 


relationship. Moving here was tough, but you were such a 
temptation, 


from the beginning.” 


“Oh,” Gabe murmured. He shifted closer, one hand resting 
on 


Aaron’s hip. Aaron’s arm wrapped around his waist and held 
him there, 
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remarkably strong despite his office job. It excited Gabe and 
aroused him 


to know that Aaron was stronger than he seemed. 


“Do you—” Aaron let out a quick breath, eyes scanning 
Gabe’s as 


if he was searching for something. “I don’t do one-nighters, 
Gabe.” 


Gabe pulled back slightly, but Aaron’s arms tightened 
before he 


could retreat all the way. Oh, this. He wondered if he should 
have 


expected this. “I’m not very good with commitment.” 


“| disagree,” Aaron said. “No man who takes such good care 
of 


their pets as you do is bad at commitment.” 
“They’re my girls.” Gabe frowned. “Not lovers.” 


“At least give me a chance,” Aaron asked. “I’m not a quick 
fuck. 


I’m not your captain or anyone else you've ever had in your 
life. | don’t 


want to be them.” 


“| can’t promise anything,” Gabe said. 


Aaron shook his head. “You don’t have to promise, just 
agree. Just 


say yes and let’s give us a try.” 
Lord, Gabe thought. That was that then, wasn’t it? 


Pops used to say that when he’d met Ma, he’d just known 
she was 


the one. Gabe didn’t believe in love at first sight, but there 
was something 


about Aaron that hadn’t ever been there before, and Gabe 
wasn’t stupid 


enough to let that go before he could figure out what it 
meant. 


“Okay,” Gabe said, his voice dry but clear. “Okay, yes.” 


The flapping of wings announced Khan, who jumped up on 
the 


table next to them and gave them both a stink eye. 
“What?” Aaron asked, addressing the rooster. 


“Khan isn’t fond of another male on his land.” Gabe sighed, 
heart 


still beating wildly from the heady emotions. “Cock-block 
that he is. 


You've been around often enough that he feels threatened.” 


Aaron shifted, still in Gabe’s space. Gabe wondered why it 
didn’t feel 


as stifling as boyfriends past had. “He might just have to get 
used to me.” 


“Yeah.” Gabe cleared his throat. “That might take a while.” 


“I have a while.” Aaron leaned in closer and kissed Gabe 
softly on 


the lips. 
Gabe’s eyes traced Aaron’s smile and then moved over his 


Shoulder to where Khan had given up and gone back to join 
the rest of 


the flock. Cat was looking right at them, still for a moment 
before she 
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turned away to join Liz and Vicki. 

Gabe felt something in his chest loosen, and he nodded in 
agreement to Aaron’s unspoken promise. 
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TEARS FOR A 
BROKEN SUN 
Minerva Wisting 
BEEP! Beep! 


Akira slammed his fist onto the alarm clock’s button, 
shutting it 


off. Wan, his golden retriever, made a whining sound and 
Stirred at 


Akira’s feet. 


“Yeah, | know,” Akira agreed, staring through bleary eyes at 
the 


time. The sun was not even up yet, but he was supposed to 
be. Right then 


and there, Akira decided. /’m not doing it. Not today. Today 
was March 


11, 2011, and it was on this day one year ago that his 
mother passed away. 


Today, | will mourn. He felt a twinge of guilt about not 
opening his 


parents’ flower shop for several reasons. First and foremost, 
it was their 


legacy, the only thing beside his house and Wan that they 
had left behind 


for him. Secondly, for as far back as Akira could remember, 
the shop had 


always been open, with the exception of Mondays and the 
days on which 


his parents had passed away. The third reason, however, 
was one Akira 


refused to admit to, just as he refused to admit he was gay. 


It involved a certain foreigner. A handsome foreigner, his 
mind 


corrected. A man from Switzerland who spoke almost 
perfect Japanese 


and whose name was Luca. A customer whose tan figure 
and broad 


shoulders had kept Akira’s imagination quite active these 
past months. 


More than once, he had slipped into fantasies of Luca 
moaning Akira’s 


name with that deep, husky voice while Akira raked his 
manicured 


fingers through those wheat-blond locks. 


Stop it! he cautioned himself. These thoughts were 
dangerous. 
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They led to other things. Fantasies that would never 
happen. 


It was hard not to remember how he had met Luca. Wan, 
oddly 


enough, had been the cause. Akira had taken the dog to the 
beach and 


was playing frisbee with him when he threw the frisbee too 
far, sending 


it straight into Luca’s face. Wan, silly Wan, went after it 
anyway, 


tackling the poor man to the ground. Akira, needless to say, 
had been 


mortified, but Luca had just laughed through the whole 
affair while Wan 


licked his face. Right then and there, Akira had felt 
something. A skip in 


the beat of his heart. 


Luca was so handsome and easygoing compared to Akira. 
Akira 


felt like a toad next to a prince. Akira had cinnamon-brown 
eyes, short 


black hair, and an oval-shaped face—an utterly typical 
Japanese face, in 


his opinion, though some, mainly Akira’s mother and his old 


schoolmates, had described Akira as cute. He hated being 
called that. He 


was not a girl, even if his figure was somewhat lean and, 
dare he admit, 


feminine. 


After helping Luca up and pulling Wan away, Akira had 
bowed in 


apology and offered to pay for any injury. Luca had chuckled 
harder at 


that, as if the whole thing were endearing. Despite Akira’s 
protests, 


somehow Luca had ended up buying Akira ice cream, and 
they had 


talked well past sunset. Eventually, before they separated, 
Akira left 


Luca the business card to his flower shop, insisting he would 
pay for any 


bills, either dry-cleaning or medical, caused by Wan. For 
some reason 


that made Luca laugh again, and then he hugged Akira. 


Akira went beet red and his body stock-still in that embrace. 


Foreigners like hugging. Yeah, this is normal. That’s all! 
Nothing more! 


his panicked mind had screamed. To his disappointment, 
Luca let go and 


looked almost sad himself. What? Did | do something wrong? 
Akira had 


wondered, but he could do nothing but stand there, feeling 
the lingering 


warmth of Luca’s arms as he watched the man turn around, 
mumbling a 


good-bye, and leave. / screwed up, didn’t I? 


Positive he would never see Luca again, it had come as 
quite a 


shock the following Friday when the man showed up at the 
shop, 


wanting to buy some flowers. Even stranger, he took an 
hour choosing 


some, asking for Akira’s opinion on almost every flower in 
the shop 


before picking a pot of forget-me-nots. Stranger yet, these 
Friday visits 


continued all winter. 


These encounters were not just on Fridays. Anytime he 
walked 
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Wan, there was a chance he could meet Luca. Last 
Christmas, for 


example, they met and went for dinner. After the meal, Luca 
had said he 


was going to the restroom, but actually he had sneaked off 
with the 


check and paid for the entire meal. Afterward, he refused 
any 


compensation Akira offered. It had left Akira’s heart beating 
and his 


head more confused about Luca. 


He’s a foreigner. They’re friendly. That’s all, Akira kept 
telling 


himself, but his crush on Luca was steadily becoming an 
ache in Akira’s 


chest. He wanted more. He wanted those well-defined arms 
around him. 


He wanted to feel that strong chest and those soft lips 
pressing against him. 


Akira’s body warmed as his fantasy expanded. He 
shuddered, 


Shaking his head. He has a girlfriend, he reminded himself. 
That 


instantly cooled his lower regions. 


Akira had come to that realization last week after Luca left. 
He had 


nearly cried at the thought, but why else would Luca spend 
his Friday 


evenings buying flowers? He has someone, Akira told 
himself, feeling 


jealous over this mysterious person, whoever she was. 


Yes, he decided, /t’s best if you don’t see him. More and 
more, he 


waited now for Fridays to come just so he could see that 
well-carved 


face, straight nose, and jolly grin. Even worse, it was getting 
harder and 


harder to hide how much he craved the taller man. 


“Not today,” he said aloud. Today he would do what he 
wanted 


before he visited his parents’ grave in the late evening. 
“Yes, that is 


best,” he said aloud, rolling over and hiding his face in his 
pillow. Wan 


whined at his owner’s movement, and Akira smiled. Silly 
dog. 


So this is my life? came the bitter thought, one he could not 
escape 


no matter how deeply he snuggled under his blankets. They 
could shield 


him from the freezing cold of his room, but not from reality. 


He had no siblings, no real relations outside his uncle who 
lived far 


away in western Japan near Kyoto, and no hope of leaving 
this town or 


this flower shop. While all his friends had graduated from 
university and 


gotten jobs in the city, Akira was still here, running the 
shop. 


After his father died three years back, Akira had dropped out 
of 


university and moved back to take care of his mother and 
tend the shop. 


Then, last year, she too had passed away, and now he had 
only Wan and 


his broken dreams. /’m going to die alone, he had realized 
long ago. 


Tears stung his eyes, and he stifled his sobs so as not to 
disturb 
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Wan. It hurt so much knowing his prayers would never be 
answered, but 


he made them anyway. “Just once,” he whispered, 
continuing in his 


mind, just once I want my dream to happen. | want.... 


He never finished the thought, but the image of Luca filled 
his 


mind. His eyes slid shut as bitter tears traced a course down 
his cheeks, 


and he once more slid back into a dreamless sleep. 
lI. 


“WAN!” he snapped, and the dog let go of the hem of 
Akira’s red 


sweater. It had been trying to use its teeth to pull him 
toward the door. 


“We'll go in a bit,” he insisted as the dog lowered his ears 
and made a 


whining sound. Akira flinched when Wan barked in that low, 
keening 


sound that more befit a St. Bernard than a golden retriever. 
“Wan!” 


The dog slinked out of the kitchen and into the entryway. 
Akira 


rolled his eyes. Using his chopsticks, he stuffed another 
chunk of rice in 


his mouth. Why is he so impatient? Wan had been acting 
strange all day, 


ever since noon, and it was getting on Akira’s nerves. 
Scratch that, all the animals had. Even the birds that usually 


gathered around his mother’s red bird feeder had been 
squawking and 


screeching ever since around lunch. What is with the 
animals today? 


Something dropped on his slippered foot, and he looked 
under the 


table to see Wan had returned and dropped his red leash 
right on Akira’s 


feet. “Wan!” he said, but the dog just made more of those 
whining 


sounds and barked again. 


“It’s only,” he began, his eyes flicking up to the round clock 
above 


the open sliding doors of the kitchen, “two forty-four.” Okay, 
so I’m late. 


Akira had slept in until the birds and Wan had woken him, 
quite out of 


character for him, but he had a lot on his mind. He still had 
plenty of 


time, though, to take Wan for a stroll along the beach and 
then up to the 


foothills of the mountain to his parents’ graves. 


A strange feeling of disquiet drew his eyes back to the clock. 
He 


watched with bated breath as the minute hand landed on 
two forty-five. 


He slowly exhaled, shaking his head. Now you’re being silly. 


The birds went silent. Not just them, but Wan too. Wan 
stiffened; 


his head cocked sharply to the left, and he took on an alert 
pose. “What 


is it?” Akira asked, and then he felt it. A slow rumble in the 
earth. 


Wan growled, and Akira grabbed the edge of the table. 
Forcing a 
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smile on his face, he said, “Just a tremor, no need t—” The 
ground 


lurched forward. The clock on the wall fell off and shattered 
on the pine 


floor. There was a growling noise coming from all around. 
The Earth is 


growling! It’s actually growling! That was the only way to 
describe it. 


Akira flinched. Outside, dozens of wings fluttered as the 
birds in 


his parents’ garden took to flight and—oh, how he wanted to 
be a bird 


right now. Everything from his mother’s good china in the 
Cupboard to 


the plates in the sink rattled and shook as the earth rocked 
beneath them. 


“It'll pass,” he assured himself, but as if challenged, the 
tremors turned 


violent. 


He yelped when the power winked out. The table slid one 
way, his 


chair the other, and he toppled over. Crawling under the 
table, he cried, 


“Wan!” and the dog jumped into his arms. Hugging the dog 
close, he 


used his other hand to grip a leg of the table as his plates, 
bowls, cups, 


and the whole cupboard tumbled onto the ground all around 
him. He 


could hear his TV banging around in the living room and the 
sound of it 


toppling over. 
His eyes widened as cracks raced up the walls. The kitchen 


window shivered and shattered, fragments bursting across 
the sink, 


almost reaching him and Wan on the floor. Picture frames 
and vases 


landed all around. 


Wan barked and buried his cold, wet nose against Akira’s 
throat as 


Akira’s half-eaten lunch of rice and miso soup landed with a 
splat next to 


him. Car alarms blared outside, and he could hear his 
neighbors 


screaming. 


This ts a nightmare! He wanted to wake up. He would open 
the 


flower shop if only he would wake from this. Finally, after an 
eternity, it 


slowed and he loosened his grip on Wan. /’ve got to get 
outside. Yes, 


that’s right. He shakily grabbed Wan’s leash off the floor and 
clipped it 


on Wan’s collar. It took him several tries as his hands were 
trembling so 


badly. Finally he succeeded and then carried Wan over the 
glass-strewn 


floor to the entryway. 


It did not feel like his or his parents’ house anymore. 
Everything 


that could be on the floor seemed to be. My home. He was 
numb inside. 


Setting Wan down, he dug around the entryway and found 
his dark-green 


overcoat and leather wallet. He was just slipping them and 
his sneakers 


on when another earthquake started, just as big as the last. 


Needing no more incentive, he ran out with Wan, gazing up 
at the 
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steel-gray sky that made today feel all the bleaker. 
III. 


AKIRA had experienced earthquakes before. What Japanese 
had not? 


There had been a magnitude seven just yesterday, but that 
one had been 


nothing like this. None had ever been like this. 


“C'mon!” he cried, ready to throw his cell phone on the 
pavement. 


Instead, he tucked it back in his coat pocket, muttering, “It’s 
busy.” He 


had no signal or internet. All the lines were busy, and he 
had no way to 


contact his uncle. 


The shaking had subsided again, but outside felt like 
another world. 


It was as if his neighborhood had been transformed into 
something from 


a disaster movie. Power lines were snapped and lying like 
dead snakes 


on the road and sidewalks. Roof tiles from many of the 
houses, including 


his own, lay in pieces all around. Stone walls were toppled 
and the roads 


had been carved up with huge, gaping fissures . /s this really 
my home? 


Akira could not reconcile what he was seeing with what he 
had 


grown up seeing. Few of his neighbors were around; most 
had no doubt 


been off at work when this hit. Some of the neighborhood 
ladies were 


outside, but they were now shuffling off toward the nearest 
evacuation 


center, an elementary school a couple of blocks away. They 
kept urging 


him to come, as there might be a tsunami. 


He did not say it, but he doubted the tsunami would be any 
bigger 


than what came after yesterday’s earthquake. That wave 
had not even 


gone a meter up their town’s ten-meter-high sea wall. 


From where he stood now, he could see the ocean and the 
arms of 


the cove the town was nestled in. Right at the mouth of the 
cove were the 


concrete blocks that made up the town’s protection from 
the sea, and 


there was no way any wave would break that. No way. It 
would have to 


be over ten meters. 


He did not believe such a thing was possible. He was more 
worried 


about Luca. He knew Luca worked at the one of the high 
schools in town 


and was concerned—no, terrified— that the man might have 
been hurt. 


What if his school collapsed? No, that’s silly. Still, he did not 
believe 


Luca was nearly as accustomed to earthquakes as Akira and 
the locals 


were. Of course, no one was used to this. 
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Wan yanked on his leash, almost pulling Akira over. The dog 


dragged him a couple of feet uphill before he caught 
himself, and he 


planted his feet, holding the dog back. “Wan!” Akira 
Snapped, but the 


dog barked and whined, tugging on the leash. “What has 
gotten into you? 


| Know you're scared.” 


The dog barked again and pulled hard against the leash. 
Strange, 


Wan always wants to go to the beach, not away from it. He 
frowned and 


glanced over his shoulder. The sea suddenly looked so calm 
and 


menacing. Maybe I should go to the roof. It won’t reach that 
high, but 


just to be safe. He would have done that very thing if Wan 
had not bitten 


down on his pant leg and pulled hard, causing Akira to fall 
over on the 


ground. 


“Wan!” he yelled, but the dog kept pulling on his brown 
Slacks as 


if trying to drag him to higher ground. “Stop that!” The dog 
persisted, 


whining and growling as Akira forced him off and regained 
his feet. /s 


he trying to tell me something? 


Akira had a bad feeling, and he glanced again at the ocean. 
His 


insides knotted up. /t won't get that high. Surely not. 
Looking from his 


house, his eyes went to the smaller building adjoined to it; 
that was his 


parents’ flower shop. He could not see inside, not with the 
steel shutter 


down and warped by the earthquake, but he knew it was 
probably as 


messy now as the house was. 
| don’t feel like cleaning. 


With that thought, he relented and let Wan lead him. He 
prayed 


Luca, wherever he was, was Safe. The worst is over, Akira 
tried to tell 


himself, but the growing disquiet in his chest would not 
leave. It felt as if 


death itself was coming for him—no, them all. 


IV. 


THE town had gone quiet. Wherever he went, there was no 
one. Are they 


all at the evacuation centers? Maybe | should go too. Wan 
kept barking 


and guiding him toward the mountain that sat behind the 
town. Akira 


fought him less and less. Off in the distance, he could see 
the roof of the 


hospital. It was several blocks away and the tallest building 
in town, and 


it had people on it. 
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He squinted. Are they waving at me? It was hard to tell, but 
they 


were jumping up and down, pointing at the sea. From where 
he stood 


now, the sea was completely obscured by the buildings, but 
he was sure 


the people were yelling something. 


It can’t be a tsunami. The tsunami warning system had not 
gone 


off. A thought struck him then. /s it because the power went 
out? Surely 


the city officials planned for that, but Akira was not so sure. 
Still, the 


wave would have to be over fifteen meters to reach him 
here, and he 


could not even conceive of that. 


He was now running with Wan leading him, his eyes 
searching for 


the nearest sturdy building. He spotted one a block down to 
the right and 


just as he did, bike brakes screeched behind him. Akira 
turned to face the 


person he least expected to see: Luca. 


“Akira!” Luca cried, his face flooding with terror and relief. 
He had 


on a brown leather coat, a beige scarf, and a pair of faded 
jeans, and his 


green military rucksack was slung on his back. “Thank 
God!” 


“Luca?” Akira gaped. Wan barked cheerfully. The dog had 
always 


seemed as taken with the man as Akira. 


“What are you doing?” Luca yelled, tossing his bike aside. 
He 


grabbed Akira’s wrist, the one not holding Wan’s leash, and 
pulled him 


toward that building. Wan ran along with him. Akira, 
stunned, did not 


resist at all as both his dog and Luca dragged him along. All 
he could 


think about was the warmth of Luca’s hand locked around 
his wrist until 


his senses caught up to him. Wait a minute. 


“What are you doing?” he demanded, planting his feet 
firmly 


against the pavement, forcing them both to stop. 


“Saving your life!” Luca answered, giving a tug. They 
resumed 


running toward the five-story concrete building. Years ago it 
had been an 


office building. With the decline of the town, it had been 
shut down and 


boarded up. 


“From what?” Akira demanded, but then he heard it. A 
terrifying 


sound. A crunching, breaking noise like dishes being 
smashed together 


in a sink. His blood froze and that noise, whatever it was, 
came closer 


fast. 


Luca did not have to reply, because at that precise moment 
they 


entered onto the main street, one that led down to the sea 
and gave a 


perfect view of it. Akira understood then. Instead of being 
several meters 


away, the ocean was only three and rushing at them like a 
wall of water. 
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Akira silently screamed and ran into Luca’s back. The man 
had 


paused to kick open the boarded-up door. On the third kick, 
the door 


gave and flew open just as the water licked at their heels. 
It was only ankle-deep, but it swept Akira off his feet, and he 


would have fallen if Luca had not caught him by the waist 
and pulled 


him inside. Akira clung to the man’s arm, his eyes widened 
with horror 


as the dark, muddy water crawled over the doorframe and 
through the 


gaps in the boarded-up window as if pursuing them. The 
whole building 


shuddered as the water slammed against it. 


“Which way?” Luca cried, and Akira saw the problem. There 
were 


two doors in the room, one at the back and one to the left, 
but only one 


might lead to the stairs, and if they were wrong then they 
were dead. The 


water was rising that fast. 


It roared around them, gushing into the building. Wan, 
whose leash 


he had let go of when he fell, ran to the door at the back 
and Akira 


yelled, “Follow, Wan!” They took off and burst into a 
hallway, splashing 


through now knee-deep water. 


Two doors to the right, Wan was at the feet of the stairs, 
wagging 


his tail. They ran for it, sloshing through the water, already 
to their 


thighs. One of Akira’s sneakers was sucked off by the force 
of the murky 


liquid that would have swept him away had Luca not caught 
his arm. 


“Akira!” Luca cried, pulling him out of it. They mounted the 
steps, 


the water swirling up after them. His heart thudded in his 
chest; his lungs 


felt on fire. He did not look back until they ran out onto the 
roof. 


Akira trembled at what he saw. /t’s a nightmare. Below 
them, a 


churning mass of water was swallowing his hometown, 
destroying 


everything in its wake. “My house.” He gasped, spotting it 
even from 


this distance. He watched it cave under the surge of water, 
crushed like a 


soda can. / would have been there if not for Wan. The 
reality hit him like 


a swift kick to the gut and he doubled over, vomiting on the 
roof. 


“Akira!” Luca said, falling beside him, pulling Akira against 
his 


chest. Akira did not fight it at all. Instead, he pulled Wan into 
a hug of his 


own. “Thank you, thank you.” He sobbed, burying his face in 
that soft 


fur. He tasted his salty tears as they slid into his mouth. In 
that moment, 


he did not know if it was possible to love a dog more than 
he loved Wan 


right now. The dog licked his chin as if saying, You’re 
welcome. 


They remained there until sunset as everything Akira had 
ever 


known was swept away. 
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V. 

| DON’T care anymore. 


Night had fallen, and it was bitter cold. He shivered but 
remained 


on the roof, his knees huddled against his chest. Wan was 
beside him, 


but he hardly noticed. Numb shock had filled him, and all he 
could do 


was replay what had happened again and again. 


“Akira,” Luca called, coming over. He squatted in front of 
him. 


“Please come inside. It’s freezing out here, and your clothes 
are wet.” 


Akira looked away from that concerned face, refusing to 
budge. 


Also on his mind was the image of how he had cried himself 
Silly in 


those arms. He was grateful for the darkness that hid his 
blushing face. 


As silly as it sounded, dying from the cold seemed like a 
much better 


alternative than dying of embarrassment. 

“What?” Akira muttered as Luca continued to stare at him. 
“Are you coming inside?” 

“No,” Akira answered, turning away. 


“Thought so,” Luca said, and he scooped up a struggling 
Akira. 


“Are you crazy?” Akira protested as Luca picked him up 
bridal- 


style and carried him inside. His limbs were so cold and 
numb; he had 


little energy to fight it. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
“Saving your life,” Luca replied. 


“Put me down!” Akira demanded and, to his surprise, he 
was very 


gently set down once inside the little building at the top of 
the stairs. 


Luca shut the door and clicked on his flashlight, placing it on 
end so the 


light shone toward the ceiling. Luca had laid out several 
things from his 


rucksack, including two plastic-wrapped rice balls. 


“Which would you like?” Luca asked, gesturing to the two 
rice balls 


on the tiled floor. Akira was glad the poor lighting masked 
his blush. 


“I can’t eat your food. You’ve already done too much for me, 


Luca-san,” Akira said, adding the honorific. It put distance 
between 


them. His eyes teared up and he buried his face in his 
hands, not wanting 


Luca to see him cry again. 


“Akira, you have to keep up your strength.” / don’t want to. 
He 


blinked when one of his hands was gently pulled from his 
face by Luca’s 
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warm ones and a rice ball was put in it. “Please eat it.” 


Akira gulped hard, staring up at Luca. Beautiful Luca. He 
nodded, 


unable to speak. His voice would break if he tried. Somehow 
he 


managed to unwrap it and eat it all, sharing the tuna inside 
with Wan. 


“Luca-san, do you think it’s all gone?” he asked numbly, his 
tone 


cold and clipped. He felt dead inside. 


“I don’t know,” Luca said, sitting beside him, Wan on his 
other side. 


“What are you doing?” Akira demanded, trying to scoot 
away, but 


there was not much room. 
“Saving your life,” Luca answered, grinning. 
“But I’m not dying.” 


“| see you Shivering,” Luca explained, “and it’s only going to 
get 


colder. We will have to share our warmth tonight.” Luca 
looked smug, 


but Akira paled. 


What? His mind gasped. Two very different emotions 
coursed 


through him: joy and horror. On one hand, his heart fluttered 
at the 


thought of snuggling next to Luca while on the other hand, 
his insides 


knotted up at the thought. This was the man who had been 
occupying 


certain fantasies of Akira’s. What if it comes out? 


Akira paused at that, frowning. What if? He had hid this from 


everyone his whole life. /’m tired of hiding it. I’m so tired. 
“Akira?” Luca asked, looking concerned. “Are you all right?” 


Akira snorted with laughter. “All right?” he repeated and 
added, 


“What do you think?” 
“I think you’ve been through a lot.” 


Stuffing the rice ball wrapper in his pocket, he said, “I think 
my 


whole life has been one big joke.” His face darkened and he 
drew his 


knees to his chest, continuing, “I think it’s really funny how 
the world 


mocks me. Here | am, sitting next to the man of my 
dreams”—he 


ignored Luca’s gasp—“with my whole life in shambles. All 
my life | 


followed the rules, and for what? A mud puddle of a home 
and a night 


with the man who will never be mine!” 


Why did I admit that? He knew why. He was tired of 
pretending. 


So very tired. He tensed, ready to shatter at what Luca said 
next. 


“You're gay?” 


Akira’s breath hitched and he stood up to run downstairs, 
but Luca 


caught his wrist. “What?” he demanded, tears stinging his 
eyes. “What’s 


wrong with that?” 
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“Not a damn thing,” Luca replied, his face breaking into a 
smile. 


The man looked almost ecstatic as he added, “Because so 
am |.” 


Akira swallowed hard. His felt like he was floating as he 
whispered, “You are? But you have a girlfriend.” 


“Girlfriend?” Luca repeated, raising an eyebrow. “What 
made you 


think that?” 
“You bought those flowers for someone.” 


“| did,” Luca answered, pulling Akira tenderly in front of him. 
He 


stared up with a warm gaze. “For you.” 


“For me?” Akira repeated, his whole body heating up. He 
looked 


away. “But that can’t be,” he insisted, blood rushing to his 
ears. “I never 


got any.” 


“| never had the courage to give them to you,” Luca 
explained, 


“but | took them all home. My neighbors are actually getting 
annoyed at 


the garden my apartment balcony has become.” 


“Then this whole time, you were at the shop....” He trailed 
off. His 


throat felt so dry. 


“Visiting you,” Luca finished. “Trying to get the courage to 
ask 


you out.” 


Happiness infused Akira, and he could not stop grinning; it 
felt like 


a dream as Luca entwined their fingers and pulled Akira 
onto his lap. He 


wanted to bathe in this feeling, but something was nagging 
at him. He 


blurted it out, his brain still on standby. “Why are you here? 
How did 


you find me?” 
“After the earthquake, | left work,” Luca admitted. “My co- 


workers didn’t want me to, saying it wasn’t safe. They said a 
tsunami 


alert had been issued. | think I’ve never ridden my bike 
faster.” 


“But the alarms didn’t go off.” 


“Because the power failed. The principal managed to get 
the news 


through his phone and had everyone evacuate.” 


“Are they all right?” Akira realized it was a silly question. 
The high 


school was up in the foothills of the mountain, and not even 
the water 


got up there. 
“I believe so. | hope so.” 


“But why did you leave? That was insane,” Akira chided and 
Luca 


chuckled harder, squeezing Akira’s hand. He rubbed his 
thumb over 
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Akira’s palm. Akira shivered at the sensations those little 
touches were 


Stirring in his body. 
“| had to make sure you were okay.” 


“So you went toward the ocean with a tsunami coming? You 
could 


have died!” he scolded, but that only made Luca smile 
brighter. “It’s not 


funny.” 
“I’m not sure I’d want to be in a world without you,” Luca 


answered, and Akira’s heart almost jumped to his throat. On 
one hand, 


he wanted to slap the man for being so stupid, but on the 
other he wanted 


to kiss him silly. 
“What if you hadn’t found me? Wait—how did you find me? | 
wasn’t in the route between your school and the shop.” 


“Thank Wan for that.” He used his other hand to reach over 
and 


scratch behind the dog’s ears. The dog made an approving 
sound. 


“Wan?” Akira quirked an eyebrow. 
“I heard him barking from way off and followed that.” 
“You could tell it was Wan?” 


“He has a very distinct bark. My father used to work for an 
animal 


shelter when | was growing up, so | got used to dogs 
barking. Lots of 


people think they sound the same, but they don’t. Wan has 
an especially 


distinct woo-oof.” Akira snickered at Luca’s bark, but the 
man 


continued. “I’m serious. It’s very low pitched for a dog of his 
size, and it 


really carries. I’ve always recognized Wan’s bark. How do 
you think | 


coincidentally ran into you all those times outside the flower 
shop?” 


Akira’s face heated up. “You were stalking me?” 


“No, no,” Luca quickly denied, shaking his head, “I’m nota 
creep 


or anything. | just happened to be in town those times, and 
when | heard 


Wan, well, I....” He trailed off, coughing in embarrassment. 


“So you've been leading him to me the whole time,” Akira 
said to 


Wan, using his free hand to rub at the dog’s head. “Clever 
boy.” 


Lips pressed against his forehead and he stiffened, sucking 
ina 


sharp breath. “Sorry,” Luca said, backing up. He looked 
remorseful. 


“You just looked so handsome. Maybe that was too fast?” He 
let go of 


Akira’s hand. 


There was a pause, and then Akira all but lunged, straddling 
Luca’s 


lap. He locked their lips and cupped the man’s cheeks. Luca 
made a 
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confused noise and then parted his mouth, wrapping his 
arms around 


Akira’s waist. He pulled him closer. Akira’s heart glowed with 
joy and 


heat coiled in his stomach as he devoured Luca’s lips. 


The kiss ended only because they had to breathe. He was 
about to 


go for another when Luca placed a hand on his chest as if to 
push him 


back. “We should take it easy,” Luca said. “I know you’ve 
been through 


a lot.” 


Of all the times. “I'm done waiting,” Akira said, fixing his 
gaze on 


Luca’s. 


“But this is not ideal.” 


“For the first time in my life something | want is here. | don’t 
want 


to wait. | don’t think | can wait any longer. | want your 
warmth. Your 


love,” he cooed, burying his face in the crook of the man’s 
neck. He 


kissed it and whispered, almost a plea, “Please.” 
He must think me a fool. 


To his surprise, Luca’s arms pressed him tighter and the 
man said 


huskily in his ear, “Well then, after a speech like that, how 
can | say no?” 


Their lips met again, and Akira all but sobbed into that 
heated kiss, 


Luca’s hands kneading his spine. Akira moaned as their 
tongues met. It 


felt like his heart was being uncaged. He was wanton and 
needy for 


something deeper than sex. He needed this. This was his 
acceptance of 


who he was and what he really wanted. /t feels great. 


“I will be gentle,” Luca said, pulling off his jacket. He set it 
across 


the floor like a blanket. 


“Don’t be,” Akira replied as his back was pushed onto the 
jacket. 


Luca set his scarf behind Akira’s head as a pillow. It was not 
comfortable, but it was the best they could do. 


His breath hitched as Luca’s hand slipped under his shirt, 
teasing 


and rubbing his nipples. His back arched into that touch, 
sensations 


pouring through him. He had never done anything like this 
before. Will 


Luca know? He worried about that. 


His sweater and undershirt were slipped off his head. His 
overcoat 


he draped over Luca as the man leaned over him, becoming 
his heated 


blanket. Luca peppered his throat and chest with kisses, the 
man’s 


tongue tracing a course from Akira’s navel to his collarbone. 
Is this a 


dream? Akira had fantasized about this so long, his mind 
was having 


trouble grappling with the reality. 
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He gasped as slacks were unzipped and Luca’s hand snaked 
under 


the waistband of his white boxers, stroking Akira’s member. 
“Luca,” he 


whimpered, jolting at the touch. Luca started to let go, his 
face worried, 


but Akira placed a hand on the man’s arm and told him 
firmly, “Don’t 


stop. Please.” 


Luca nodded and tugged at Akira’s slacks and boxers. Akira 
lifted 


his hips to help shimmy out of them. The cold air tickled his 
erection. 


His body was so hot, he swore he could almost see steam 
rising from it. 


He felt like a fire that Luca was fanning, one that might 
spontaneously 


combust. 


He watched Luca’s lips as they lowered to his tip and kissed 
it. He 


bit back a cry that burst out when Luca licked the underside 
of his cock. 


“Oh,” he managed, his hands bunching up the material of 
Luca’s coat. 


“Please,” he pleaded, bracing himself as another wave of 
heat ripped 


through him as Luca’s tongue swirled around his base. Luca 
was SO 


gentle, and it almost felt like they had been lovers for years. 


“Uhhh.” He sighed as those soft, pink lips took him in. That 
moist 


cavern surrounded his most sensitive part. Luca’s head 
bobbed up and 


down, taking in more and more. Akira opened his legs wider 
to allow 


Luca better access as he snarled his fingers through that 
thick blond hair, 


his mind spinning with pleasure. 


The mood was almost broken when Wan picked that 
moment to 


lick Akira’s cheek. “Wan!” he yelped, but it turned into a 
moan as Luca 


dragged his tongue up his cock. “Wan, stop!” he pleaded as 
the dog kept 


licking his face. “Wan!” The dog slinked off to the corner, 
making an 


annoyed sound. 


It barely registered. “I’m close,” Akira gasped. He almost 
screamed 


when Luca pulled off with a wet pop. He stared in 
fascination as Luca 


unzipped his jeans and pulled off his clothes before plopping 
down next 


to Akira so that they lay on their sides, facing each other. 


Akira tilted his head in confusion until understanding filled 
his 


features. Luca winked and took Akira’s hand and put it on 
his erection 


while he grabbed Akira’s. He began to stroke and Akira 
followed suit, 


whimpering in pleasure. He knew how to do hand jobs; he 
had done plenty 


on himself. This was different, though. This was beyond 
wonderful. 


Luca pushed closer, rubbing their bare cocks together. It 
sent 


tingles up and down Akira’s spine. He rocked against Luca, 
feeling hot 


and sweaty, and he mewled, throwing his head from side to 
side. He 


faintly wondered what Luca must think of how sensitive he 
was. 
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Luca’s mouth came back, his tongue dipping between 
Akira’s lips. 


That sensation combined with Luca’s hand stroking his rock- 
hard member 


shot Akira over the top. He gave a strangled cry of pleasure 
as his whole 


body seized up and jerked forward, releasing onto Luca’s 
abdomen. 


His body went slack. A little drool leaked from his mouth. He 
felt 


like he was melting onto Luca’s jacket. Luca took over for 
Akira, 


pumping himself hard. He followed with a grunt of pleasure 
and spilled 


onto Akira’s stomach. Akira just lay there, grinning like a 
loon. 


That was fantastic. 


He could not form a coherent thought. He just lay there, 
staring 


through half-lidded eyes at Luca, basking in the afterglow. 


“You look so content right now.” Luca chuckled, nuzzling his 
nose 


against Akira’s forehead. 


“lam content,” he replied, grimacing as he remembered 
what was 


outside. “As much as one can be, given the circumstances.” 


Luca’s smile faltered. As the haze of post-orgasm faded, the 
cold 


seeped back into Akira, and he knew he would have to put 
his clothes 


back on. Luca seemed to register this too. “How do we clean 
up?” Akira 


inquired, gesturing at their sticky stomachs. 
“| have half a bottle of water,” Luca suggested. 
“We shouldn’t waste clean water on this,” Akira responded, 


reaching into his coat pocket. He dug around and pulled out 
a packet of 


tissues. “Ah-ha.” 


“Oh, Japan and its love of tissues,” Luca mumbled, rolling 
his eyes. 


“And aren’t you grateful for it now?” Akira chortled, handing 
Luca 


some as he kissed the man on the forehead. Luca stopped 
him and pulled 


him into another of those heart-fluttering kisses that made 
Akira all warm. 


“So this will make for an interesting story,” Luca mused as 
they 


cleaned up. 


“Not a word of this,” Akira warned. “If anyone asks, this 
happened 


on a grassy meadow under starlight.” 
“How romantic.” Luca laughed. 


“We should turn off the flashlight,” Akira said, yawning 
Sleepily. 


“In a moment. | want to remember this,” Luca said, gazing 
at him 


fondly. They lay there, snuggling and kissing for a little 
longer before 


they finally went to sleep. Wan, of course, inserted himself 
between them. 


Silly dog. 
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BEEP! Beep! 


Akira threw out his fist, aiming for his alarm clock. He 
instead hit a 


tiled floor. What the...? His eyes opened groggily and he saw 
a wall. 


The alarm was still going off. Where am /? He was aware of 
Wan at his 


feet and an arm draped over his waist, holding him flush 
against another 


body. 
Who? 


There was a groan and the person behind him shifted, 
mumbling, 


“Sorry, cell phone alarm.” The beeping stopped. Akira slowly 
rolled 


over to face Luca, the object of his wet dreams, lying beside 
him. The 


events of last night crashed over Akira, and he went 
crimson. Oh my. 


“Morning, beautiful,” Luca said, snaking a hand around the 
back of 


Akira’s head. He pulled Akira in for a chaste kiss to the nose. 
Akira 


smiled and got up reluctantly. His neck hurt and his body 
was stiff. He 


felt grimy all over. 

| want to soak in a hot bath. 

“Something wrong, love?” Luca asked. Akira colored at that 
comment, but nodded. 


“Yeah, | have to pee,” he answered, standing up. Both had 
re- 


dressed as it had been too cold to sleep without their 
clothes. He slipped 


out onto the roof, finding a corner to relieve himself. 


What I wouldn't give for a working bathroom and a 
toothbrush 


right now. 


Akira zipped up, staring out over the devastation. It was 
worse than 


anything he had ever imagined. The rising sun split the 
horizon with a 


blaze of orange. That light reflected in the myriad puddles 
that were 


interspersed by twisted concrete and debris. Only the far-off 
hospital and 


a couple of equally distant buildings had survived. 
We were lucky. 


He could see survivors on those rooftops as well. They 
waved to 


him and he waved back, but they looked like ants at this 
distance. Luca 


joined him on the roof, hugging him from behind. Wan licked 
at his 


palm as his arms hung limply at his side. 
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“It’s all gone,” Akira whispered. He pointed off toward an 
area, 


nothing but mud and debris. “That was my favorite 
bookstore. I’ve gone 


there for as far back as | can remember. | have a member’s 
card in my 


wallet.” He moved his forefinger to another spot, continuing, 
“And that 


was a park my mother took me to ever since | was a boy. | 
shared my 


first kiss there. Me and a junior high school friend. We never 
kissed 


again or talked about it afterward. And that....” His voice 
broke and tears 


blurred his vision. He could not take this. 


He crumpled to the ground, Luca sinking with him, holding 
him 


closer. “Shh, | know. It’ll be okay.” 


“No, it won’t be! It’ll never be okay!” Akira cried, pivoting 
around. 


He glared at the man. He wanted to kick and scream. He 
was so angry 


inside. So angry at the unfairness of it all. “It’s never coming 
back. | 


have nothing now.” 


“You have me,” Luca said, cupping Akira’s cheeks. 


“Do |?” Akira asked. “What happens after this?” He averted 
his 


gaze, hiccupping from the force of his sobbing. He said 
softly, “I’ve no 


more flowers to sell.” 


“Wrong,” Luca said. “I’ve got the only flower | want right 
here.” 


Akira could not stop the smile that ghosted his lips. A 
mischievous 


thought entered his head and he smirked, saying, almost 
bitterly, “Ah, so 


you want an Akira Yamazaki flower. You have to be careful of 
those. “ 


“Do I?” Luca replied, smiling back at Akira. 


“Yes.” Akira nodded. “They seem shy and subdued, but they 
are 


actually quite feisty.” 


“So I’ve noticed,” he agreed, resting his forehead against 
Akira’s. 


“What should | do?” 


“Well,” Akira answered slyly, “you have to shower them 
daily with 


affection or they'll start to wilt.” 


“Sounds easy enough.” 


“And they require lots and lots of sex,” Akira said, a smug 
grin 


creeping up his face. “They can tire you out.” 


“| have excellent stamina,” Luca replied, touching his nose 
to 


Akira’s. Akira shivered at the sparks that sent through him. 
“In fact, | 


might tire my flower out. Anything else?” 


“They are quite unpredictable. You never know what to 
expect 


with them.” 
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“Good thing I’m dating a florist, then.” 

Akira blinked. Dating? His heart soared. Could it be? 
“Why do you look surprised?” 


“I just....” He trailed off, frowning, “I don’t know where l'Il 
live 


now. How will we meet?” 
“About that,” Luca said, leaning back. He cleared his throat 


nervously. “I was wondering if, given the situation, you 
would be 


interested in... staying with me.” He paused, quickly adding, 
“Until 


you're back on your feet and all.” His face turned a rather 
delicious 


shade of pink. 


“Are you inviting me to live with you?” Akira mused, raising 
an 


eyebrow. 
“Yas ; ” 


Akira grinned ear to ear and threw his arms around Luca, 
kissing 


his face all over. He cried, “ld love to! Wait—can Wan come 
too?” 


“I'd have it no other way.” 
“Was your place damaged?” Akira inquired, not entirely sure 
where Luca lived. 


“Not by the tsunami. | live too far inland for that, but I’m 
Sure it’S a 


mess,” Luca explained, shrugging. “Either way, wherever | 
live, | want 


you with me if you feel the same way.” 
“| do.” 


Their lips met and this time there was power in it, a warmth 
that 


came from more than the sun on their faces. Akira could not 
believe it 


had taken disaster and Wan to lead him into these arms. He 
no longer 


knew what the future held, but he would not be facing it 
alone. For all he 


had lost, he had gained something better. 
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STRIPPED BARE 
Lily Velden 


THE first time | saw him was at the opening night of my 
exhibition. It 


was a huge opportunity for me—my first exhibition at a 
commercial 


gallery, and such a terrific gallery. The space.... How to 
describe the 


space? | loved the immensity of it. Like many galleries, its 
walls were 


spartan white and acted as simple yet arresting frames for 
the pieces 


displayed upon them. The polished cement of the floors was 
understated 


and elegant, and the vaulted ceiling gave a sense of airiness 
even when 


the room was crowded. The lighting system was to die for as 
it could be 


controlled in both intensity and direction. In other words, the 
place was 


an artist’s wet dream—certainly mine. 


Every time | entered the gallery, | felt the need to pinch 
myself at 


my good fortune to be exhibiting there. It had an excellent 
reputation 


and the owner, Paula, promoted both sculpture and 
installation art. 


Many galleries promoted painting, photography, and 
printmaking, as 


they are more commercial—people can hang them easily on 
their walls. 


Sculpture of any size needed space, and installation art was 
even more 


problematic in terms of actually selling it. 


| was so nervous that | was talking too much, laughing too 
much, 


and rubbing the back of my neck too much—in short, doing 
just about 


everything too much. It was always the same when | felt 
anxious or 


unsure of myself. Over the years, I’d observed there are two 
types of 


shy or nervous people—those who clammed up, hardly able 
to geta 


word past their lips, and those who developed verbal 
diarrhea. 


Obviously, | fell into the latter category, much to my own 
chagrin. 


Every time it happened to me, I'd mentally tell myself to 
shut up, but it 


was as if my mouth and my brain disconnected and | 
couldn’t stop 


myself from blathering on. It made me cringe in hindsight 
every single 
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time. Evie, my sister, God bless her, would tell me | came 
across as 


confident and amusing—the life of the party. | had no doubt 
| was 


entertaining... but so was a clown. 


It was his profile that caught my eye. It was so sculptural. | 
stared, 


wanting to memorize every angle and plane so | could draw 
him from 


memory later on. Ideally, being a tactile person, | would 
have loved to 


have been able to learn his features with my hands, trailing 
my 


fingertips down his forehead and over his eyes. | wanted to 
trace a line 


with them down the length of his straight nose and over his 
cheekbones, 


all the way down and across his jaw, not finishing until I’d 
traversed his 


throat to where it disappeared into the loosened collar of his 
white shirt. 


He was standing in the middle of the room, contemplating 
my 


favorite work in the show: a sphere constructed out of 
handmade paper | 


had cast myself. I'd named the piece /nvictus, after the 
powerful poem 


by William Ernest Henley. It was one of three orbs placed in 
a line 


down the center of the gallery, each sphere about three feet 
in diameter. 


Their appearance was almost lace-like, as | had cut long 
passages of text 


from the paper, with each word I had removed placed 
randomly on the 


floor around the orb to which it belonged. 


Invictus was broken into four equal quadrants, one for each 
stanza 


of the poem, and as | watched, he moved to stand with his 
back to me, 


putting him in a position to read the second one. | found 
myself silently 


reciting the first two verses, bringing myself to where he 
was in his 


contemplation of the piece. 


Without the distraction of his profile, | noticed he was tall, at 
least 


six foot two or three, with broad shoulders. At least they 
looked broad 


in the charcoal-colored overcoat he was wearing. My gaze 
was drawn to 


his hair, which was thick and an unusual shade of brown—a 
mixture of 


umber and sienna, like the color of homemade toffee just 
before the 


Sugar burns and turns the toffee almost black. Even under 
the artificial 


lights of the gallery, | could see it had a slightly reddish 
tinge to it. 


He moved again in order to read the third verse and | 
silently 


recited it as well, watching for his reaction. He was frowning. 
Interesting. 


His left profile was as arresting as his right, | was pleased to 
note. 


Years of observing and drawing people had taught me that 
just because 


someone had an interesting profile from one side didn’t 
mean the other 


side would be equally aesthetic. Most people had one profile 
that was 
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better than the other. My fingers tingled again with a desire 
to memorize 


his. 


| felt impatient. | wanted him to hurry along and read the 
fourth 


and final stanza so | could see his face from the front, to see 
if it would 


live up to his profiles. Once again, a good profile did not 
necessarily 


equate to an equally pleasing frontal view and, vice versa, it 
did not 


necessarily follow that someone who was attractive from 
the front 


would have a good profile. 


After what seemed a long wait but was probably only a 
minute or 


two, he finally moved to read the final verse. 
| was not disappointed. 


Even from the front, his face was all angles and planes: 
broad 


forehead with deep-set eyes beneath strongly defined 
eyebrows, high 


cheekbones, straight nose, and a strong, square jawline. 
There was an 


austerity to his countenance that would not appeal to 
everyone, but it 


certainly appealed to me. The only softness in his features 
was his 


almost pouty bottom lip, which was markedly fuller than his 
top lip. | 


guessed him to be in his early thirties, but the smoothness 
of his skin 


versus the strength of his bone structure made it difficult to 
gauge with 


any accuracy. 


Currently, his brow was furrowed as he studied my artwork. 
Did 


he not like the piece? Silently, | quoted the remaining verse, 
wondering 


what it was about the poem, or the work, that was causing 
him to frown. 


It matters not how strait the gate, 

How charged with punishments the scroll, 
| am the master of my fate: 

l am the captain of my soul. 


Surely, he could see and feel the positive message in its 
final 


words. The whole poem was dark and intense, but what 
drew me to it, 


had always drawn me to it, was its strength. It always spoke 
to me of 


courage and the overcoming of obstacles and pain. It always 
gave me 


belief that the course of my life would be charted by me, 
and not by 


what other people or circumstance did to me. 


| was surprised at myself for caring what this stranger 
thought of 


my work. One of my downfalls—or assets, depending on 
how you 


viewed it—as an artist was that | honestly didn’t care what 
people 


thought of my finished work. My art was for me. It helped, | 
Supposed, 


that | had an alternative means of income. 
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With difficulty, | tore my eyes away from his face to take in 
the 


rest of his appearance. It looked like he’d come directly from 
work, as 


he had undone the top button of his shirt and loosened his 
dark tie. His 


hair was a little tousled, like he had walked, or perhaps run 
his fingers 


through it. The trousers he wore were well cut and a deep 
tan in color. | 


could tell he was lean, but how much was muscle versus 
thinness was 


impossible to tell, as the only skin visible was that of his 
throat and 


face. The bit | could see was the color of whipped cream, 
with only a 


hint of a tan, which suggested he worked indoors. 


The way he held himself was effortlessly confident and 
stylish, 


and for some reason his appearance had me regretting my 
choice of a 


blood-red shirt. l’d chosen it in an effort to avoid being yet 
another 


sheep wearing black, in what almost seemed to bea 
uniform at 


exhibition openings. But looking at his neutral elegance, | 
felt like a 


brightly colored parrot beside his majestic eagle. | couldn’t 
help 


smirking at my comparison—perhaps Oliver, my eclectus 
parrot, was 


subliminally influencing my choice in clothing. He certainly 
was 


colorful with his emerald-green plumage. 


| knew | should stop staring at the guy, but | was intrigued. 
It was 


not like me to watch someone so blatantly. Well, okay, 
maybe | was 


prone to staring, but | was usually more discreet. 


He chose that moment to look up. Whether it was because 
he had 


finished reading the poem, or because he felt my gaze, | 
was unsure. Our 


eyes met, and | was surprised at the level of frustration | felt 
at not being 


able to determine their color because of the distance that 
separated us. | 


took one step toward him before | was able to stop myself, 
my feet 


having moved without my conscious thought. Disconcerted, 
my hand 


moved, in my typical knee-jerk reaction to embarrassment, 
to the back of 


my neck to rub it. | was embarrassed to be caught staring, 
and 


embarrassed to have taken an involuntary step in his 
direction. 


In an effort to look nonchalant, | gave a small inclination of 
my 


head and raised my glass in a silent toast before turning my 
back to him. 


| stared, unseeing, at one of my scrolls I’d suspended from 
the ceiling 


like a long curtain, certain | could feel his eyes on my back. 
Or maybe you're just being paranoid. 


“Nick.” Hearing Paula call my name, | turned to my right to 
see 


her standing beside a man with a shaved head. With a flick 
of her wrist, 


she beckoned to me to join them. Aware of both their eyes 
and his 
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watching me as | approached, | tried to appear as if | was 
comfortable in 


the spotlight. 
| wasn’t. 


For me, it was the hardest part of making art. I’d rather 
forego 


opening nights but, unfortunately, only the very famous and 
successful 


could afford not to attend. Lifting my head a notch and 
planting a half 


smile on my face, | strode across the room to them. 


Paula made the introductions, and | did my best to seem 
both 


articulate and amusing, but | found it hard to concentrate. | 
felt sure my 


profile-man was watching me. 


The confusing part was that | wanted him to be watching 
me. | 


wanted him to find me as interesting and intriguing as | 
found him. 


Perhaps sensing my distraction, Paula ushered the bald man 


toward another piece. Not knowing what to do with myself, | 
continued 


to stand facing another of my scrolls. 
Shit, what do I do now? 


A tap on my shoulder saved me from having to make a 
decision. | 


turned, a forced smile on my face, expecting to see another 
patron of the 


arts, only to be confronted with my brother and sister. 


| gaped in shock, having thought they wouldn’t be able to 
make it 


to this opening due to their family and work commitments. | 
could see 


the smug satisfaction in their eyes that they’d managed to 
Surprise me. 


One by one I embraced them, making sure to squeeze a 
little too hard. 


What can | say? We're siblings, put on this earth to torture 
each other in 


the most loving of ways. 


“It looks great, Nick,” gushed Evie in her usual exuberant 
fashion. 


Aidan winked and grinned while punching my bicep lightly. 
“Good job, bro.” 


There was no mistaking that we were related. We’d all 
inherited 


my father’s coloring—black hair, pale skin, and blue eyes, 
though 


Aidan was the only one to inherit his immense height. Not 
that | was 


short at six foot, but Aidan towered over me. 


| snuck a look at my profile-man out of the corner of my eye, 
both 


thrilled and disappointed to find him looking in my direction. 
Thrilled, 


because he was staring at me. Disappointed, because he 
was still 


frowning. While | watched, he turned and headed for the 
exit without so 


much as a backward glance. 
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Damn, | didn’t even know his name. 


| tried not to let his absence dampen my joy, but | had to 
admit 


some of the color seeped out of the night for me. Now it was 
just 


another opening, and | needed to perform. 
“WAKEY, wakey, rise and shine. Rise and shine.” 


“Piss Off, Oliver,” | groaned, dragging my covers over my 
head. 


“It’s Saturday.” 
“Wakey, wakey, rise and shine. Rise and shine.” 


Another groan escaped me as I pulled the blankets back to 
glare 


balefully at my feathered friend, knowing he wouldn’t stop 
until I’d 


gotten up and let him out of his cage. It didn’t help that he 
sounded just 


like my father, with his big booming voice that was so at 
odds with his 


lilting Irish brogue. / must be the only person alive with a 
parrot that 


has an Irish accent. 
Barefoot, | crossed the room to unlatch his cage before 


scampering back into my bed and snuggling back under the 
covers. At 


times like these, | couldn’t help wondering who had trained 
whom. 


Oliver flew over to me, landing with pinpoint accuracy on 
the 


pillow beside my head, and proceeded to nibble on my ear 
and groom 


me. | couldn’t help laughing—it tickled. 


“I'll have you know,” | told him, “that you woke me from a 
very 


nice dream.” 


And it had been a very nice dream indeed; at least, | was 
pretty 


sure it was nice. It had been of my profile-man, of that much 
| was 


certain, but unfortunately, as was usual for me, | wasn’t 
able to recall 


much detail. 


What was it about the man? I’d dated a few handsome men 
in my 


time, and not one had evoked such a strong response in me, 
yet here | 


was obsessing over the man because | liked his bone 
structure. That 


might have been acceptable had | still been a teenager, but 
| was 


twenty-five and should have known better. 
“Ollie want a tickle.” 


Chuckling at his irritated squawk—I obviously wasn’t playing 
my 


part to his satisfaction—|I rolled onto my back and Oliver 
immediately 


marched onto my chest, puffing out his little chest and 
spreading his 


wings. | commenced our morning ritual of ruffling the 
feathers of his 
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chest and tickling beneath his wings in the way he liked 
while he made 


his happy clicking sounds. 


He protested and | chided when | decided it was time to call 
a halt to 


our playtime and head for the bathroom. His screeches and 
demands for 


“tickle time” ceased abruptly once | had the shower going. 
Oliver loved 


showers. When I'd inherited him from my father, | knew of 
his water 


fetish and had a second nozzle installed, even adding his 
own perch. 


As | washed, he played, uttering a constant stream of 
chatter. 


“Ollie a clean boy, no more smelly Ollie,” and my personal 
favorite, 


“No one wants to fuck a dirty Ollie.” Oliver had a potty 
mouth, but in 


his defense, he’d spent the first seven years of his life in my 
father’s 


bar. He’d been with me for a little over four years, but the 
time-worn 


saying about old habits dying hard obviously held true for 
Oliver and 


his love of foul language. 
| didn’t allow myself much time to linger on thoughts of my 


father—they were always so bittersweet. By the time he’d 
died of a 


heart attack at age sixty, we’d been reconciled, but | still 
found it hard 


to forgive myself for having underestimated him and his 
love for his 


children. 


He’d been such a man’s man, big of stature, big of voice, 
with a 


weakness for Irish whiskey. I’d been so sure he would 
disown me for 


being gay that I’d used going away to college as a means of 
isolating 


myself from him. By the time I’d come to my senses, grown 
a pair of 


balls, returned home, and come clean about my 
homosexuality, we’d 


only had three short months together as a family before his 
heart gave 


out on him. 


The irony of it all was he’d taken my news so well. All my 
fears 


had been for nothing. All he’d done, in his gruff but 
affectionate way, 


was clap me on the shoulder and tell me he wouldn’t 
speculate what 


went on in my bedroom if | didn’t speculate what went on in 
his. Yeah, 


that was something else he had a weakness for: the ladies. 
“No one wants to fuck a dirty Nick,” rasped Oliver happily, 
bringing me back to the present with a smile on my face. 
“Too true, Ollie.” | chuckled and finished washing myself. 


Of course, when | turned the water off my ears were met 
with 


piercing screeches of protest. It was the same every 
morning, but | still 


hadn’t managed to develop the technique of being able to 
tune him out. 


“You look like a drowned rat,” | told him, laughing as | 
quickly 
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gave him a rubdown with his own little towel. And he really 
did look 


scrawny and bedraggled, his feathers losing the almost 
iridescent 


quality to their emerald coloring when he was wet. The 
bugger was 


Smart though, telling me what a clean, handsome boy he 
was. 


As | dressed, opting for a pair of faded blue jeans coupled 
with a 


plain white button-down shirt, he chirped and sang, ruffling 
his feathers 


as he pranced along the radiator. It took me less than ten 
minutes to be 


ready to go do my second least-favorite thing—give a talk 
about my art. 


“Come on, Oliver, time to go to your playroom.” 


Without hesitation, he flew across the room and landed on 
my 


shoulder. | ducked my head, trying to avoid his questing 
beak as he took 


it upon himself to try and groom me yet again. 


“Nick a messy boy. Nick a dirty devil. Bad boy. Nick a bad 
boy.” 


| chuckled as | crossed the hall to the second bedroom, 
which had 


been converted into Oliver’s room. Like | said, I’m not sure 
who had 


whom trained. Maybe this was really Ollie’s apartment, and | 
was his 


pet. His litany of insults continued the whole time and | 
smirked, 


reminding myself to be grateful | wasn’t Evie. My father in 
his 


irreverent way had taught Oliver to chirp “No sex for Evie” 
every time 


he saw her. 
The room was parrot heaven, decked out with a myriad of 


branches, ladders, toys, and even an obstacle course. Once 
| had him 


settled, | quickly prepared him some fruit and vegetables 
before heading 


off to the gallery. 


It was still quite early, but already the streets teemed with 
people 


and traffic as only a large city can. The weather was good so 
| decided 


to walk, enjoying the warmth of the sun on my back. The 
breeze hada 


bit of a bite to it, but | didn’t mind feeling its freshness on 
my face. 


Autumn was one of my favorite times of year. 


Predictably, my thoughts about the season reminded me of 
my 


profile-man’s hair, and | found myself wondering if Paula 
would know 


his name. Even as | had the thought, | rejected the idea of 
asking her. 


Who was | kidding? Even if | knew his name I wouldn't 
contact him, 


and if he’d had any interest in me or my work, he’d have 
approached 


me. He was probably straight and married anyway. 


What you should be thinking about, Nick, is what you’re 
going to 


say in your talk at the gallery this morning. 
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STRIDING into the gallery, | was struck anew with pride and 
a feeling 


of accomplishment. The pieces in this exhibition were the 
most honest 


body of work I’d ever made. They weren’t merely about my 
beliefs or 


my opinions, they were about me. I’d done a lot of soul 
searching, 


working hard to overcome my anxiety in laying bare so 
much of myself. 


Each piece held the memory of my fears. I’d second- 
guessed myself so 


many times about the wisdom of putting something so 
personal out in 


the public forum, but my desire for resolution, to finally put 
my demons 


to rest, had won out. 


Paula, having heard me enter, came out of her office, and 
upon 


seeing me, a huge grin spread across her face. 
“You're just in time, Nick, my boy. Follow me.” 


She led me to the wall immediately to our left, where three 
of my 


ceiling-to-floor scrolls hung. I’d planned them, spent hours 
cutting 


them, and had imagined them displayed in my mind’s eye 
for almost a 


year, but the thrill of seeing them hung in reality was 
beyond wonderful. 


A shiver passed over me to see the shadow thrown on the 
wall, 


revealing the text | had carved from them. 

My jaw dropped as Paula placed a discreet red sticker by the 
description plate. 

“You sold it?” | breathed. 


“Yes, and this one, and this one, and this one. In fact I’ve 
sold all 


the scrolls!” she squealed. 
| stood frozen to the spot, gaping, watching as she skipped 


gleefully from one scroll to the next, placing little red 
stickers by each 


one with an exaggerated flourish. 


My heart swelled, a huge lump filling my throat. Someone 
had 


bought all twelve of my scrolls. My work had spoken to 
someone, had 


resonated with them enough for them to part with their 
money. 


“Who?” | whispered. 


“James Ashcroft. He was the bald-headed guy | introduced 
you to 


last night. You made quite an impression, by the way. | don’t 
Suppose 


you're looking for a sugar-daddy; he asked if you were 
single....” She 


quirked an eyebrow at me while making a poor attempt at 
hiding a 

smirk. “Well, actually, he’s bought them for a new medical 
center he’s 


in charge of setting up. It has medical, dental, counseling, 
and evena 
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crisis thing for women. Anyway, he felt your works would be 
perfect 


for their new reception area. He wants your input as to 
where and how 


they should be hung. Nick, | am so happy for you! And me!” 
She 


laughed happily. 
| stood looking at Paula, grinning like a lunatic. 


“Thank you so much, Paula. Thank you for believing in me, 
for 


taking a chance on me,” | croaked, my voice thick with 
emotion as | 


reached out to give her a fierce hug. 


“No problem, Nick! I’ve already penciled you in for an 
exhibition 


here a little under two years from now, and I’m calling my 
sister gallery 


on the West Coast to see if they have any empty slots for 
next year. | 


hope that creative mind of yours is already humming with 
ideas for your 


next body of work.” 


| nodded enthusiastically. Ideas were something | was never 
short 


of, and with the money | would earn from the sale of the 
scrolls, | might 


actually be able to realize one of the more ambitious ones. 
“Good. Now, are you ready for your talk? People should start 


arriving soon.” As she spoke she looked at her wristwatch 
and, as if on 


cue, a group of three women entered the gallery, followed 
Shortly by an 


older couple. 


Over the next fifteen minutes, approximately thirty people 
made 


their way into the second, smaller room of the gallery, 
where Paula had 


set out an informal arrangement of chairs, footstools, and 
leather-clad 


benches. | moved to the rear wall, where she had placed a 
swivel-type 


barstool for me to sit on. 
Slouching on the seat, | fidgeted, feeling more than a little 


nervous. With deliberate slowness, | inhaled a few deep 
breaths through 


my nose, holding them in my lungs for a moment or two 
before 


exhaling them in the same slow manner, hoping it would 
still the 


butterflies now taking up residence in my belly. | hated 
being the center 


of attention, but knew once | got the first few sentences out 
I'd be okay, 


as my passion for what | do would take over. 
Come on, be honest, you'll probably talk their ears off. 


I'd planned to give a brief biography and description of my 
art 


practice and then encourage my audience to ask questions, 
letting them 


guide the direction of the talk. That way they would, at 
least, walk away 


with the information that interested them. 
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I'd almost finished my brief biography when he quietly 
entered 


the room, leaning casually against the wall beside the door, 
his arms 


folded across his chest. The butterflies that had begun to 
recede in my 


stomach came back full force, morphing into a flock of 
pigeons. | 


absorbed him in an instant—long-sleeved white shirt 
hanging over blue 


jeans, the top few buttons undone to reveal a white T-shirt 
beneath, and 


dark shoes. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to reveal 
most of his 


forearms, and even from where I was seated | could see the 
lean- 


muscled strength of them. His hair was once again looking 
tousled, with 


a lock or two falling over his forehead. 


His gaze was serious and intent, but at least he wasn’t 
frowning at me. 


Maybe it was my imagination, but | thought | saw a question 
in his eyes. 


Jesus, Farrell, get a grip. He’s not the Messiah, for God’s 
sake! 


Just ignore him. 


Smiling at everyone in my audience except my profile-man, 
| 


opened the floor to questions. 


“Did you make the paper yourself?” asked a young woman 
with a 


pretty, elfin face. 


Smiling warmly at the girl, | answered, “Yes, it’s a linen- 
based 


paper, meaning as well as using good-quality paper, | also 
added small 


squares of linen fabric to the pulp to make the end paper 
stronger.” 


“Won’t the paper deteriorate over time?” This from an 
elderly, 


quite distinguished-looking man with silver hair. 


Still smiling, | replied, “As long as the paper is kept dry, it 
will 


last indefinitely. In the case of the orbs, they have also been 
coated ina 


resin to help them keep their shape. Paper is far more 
resilient than its 


appearance would suggest—just look at what has survived 
through the 


ages. These artworks will not only outlive me, but probably 
my great- 


great-great-great-grandkids!” 


That caused a small ripple of laughter to go around the 
room. 


Humor in times of stress was my specialty. 


Enter Nick, the clown. 
“Do you always use text in your work, Mr. Farrell?” 


His voice was smooth, like a river stone polished by a 
mountain 


stream, and it flowed over me like warm honey. 


| made myself meet his gaze, which was far more intense 
than his 


soft cadence had implied. 
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“No, not always, but | love language. It is a living, breathing, 


evolving thing, and language has power. Whether in a song 
lyric, a 


poem, a speech, or a simple conversation, we've all 
experienced words 


that resonate with us. They may make us recall a powerful 
moment, 


inspire us, move us, or perhaps, comfort us.... But at the 
same time, we 


don’t think in words. We think in pictures. If | say the word 
‘dog’ to 


you, you aren’t picturing the letters d-o-g, you’re picturing a 
dog from 


your memory. I’m fascinated by the idea of combining literal 
language 


with a visual one.” 


“So the text you chose for the various pieces in this 
exhibition 


resonate with you?” he probed. 
“Yas,” 


“The predominant themes seem to be of pain, redemption, 
the 


masking of one’s true self, and finding the courage to break 
free. Do 


you relate to these sentiments?” His eyes bored into me as 
he waited for 


my reply. 


Suddenly | felt naked, stripped bare for them all to see, and 
| had 


to resist the urge to check if | was still clothed. 


One glance around the room told me he was voicing the 
questions 


they had all wanted to ask but had been too polite to. | took 
a deep breath, 


willing my hands to stop shaking. My heart was thudding 
almost painfully. 


You can do this, Nick. No need to feel shame. Remember? 


“Yes. | think we’ve all experienced pain on some level. Be it 
the 


pain of failure, rejection, loss, or physical pain. Pain is pain, 
and | don’t 


think any of us has the right to take a yardstick to someone 
else’s 


experience of it. Like love, it isn’t something that can be, or 
perhaps 


even should be, attempted to be measured.” | paused, 
heartened to see 


nods of agreement from my audience. “As to masks, don’t 
we all wear 


one? At its most basic level, don’t we all have our public 
face versus 


our private one? For some of us, our masks may become a 
little more 


complex, but | firmly believe we all have at least one. The 
problem with 


some masks is that they may start out as a shield we use to 
protect 


ourselves, but can end up being a prison we lock ourselves 
in. A corner 


we paint ourselves into. To attempt to remove such a mask 
would be 


difficult—frightening, even. It would mean opening oneself 
to rejection. 


Metaphorically speaking, it would be like leaving oneself 
naked. That’s 


scary stuff for most of us. It would take a lot of courage....” | 
trailed 


off, swallowing at the sight of the earnest interest on what 
suddenly 
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looked like a sea of faces before me. | searched myself, 
seeking the 


courage to finish what I’d started, and finding a tiny Sliver, | 
pinned it 


down and continued. “And so we come to courage. What can 
| say 


about it? | think courage is not the absence of fear but 
rather the 


recognition that something else is more important, or 
perhaps that 


achieving the end goal is worth more than hanging on to the 
fear.” 


By the end of my speech my voice was very soft, but | knew 
he’d 


heard every word. They all had. 


“Redemption?” he asked, his gaze having never left my 
face. 


My god, he’s relentless. 


“Have you never done anything, Mr....?” 


“Davenport,” he supplied after a moment’s hesitation. 


“Have you never done anything wrong, Mr. Davenport, 
something 


you regretted? Intentional or not, have you never spoken 
out of turn, 


perhaps broken a rule or law, let someone down, hurt them? 
Spoken 


when you should have remained silent, or perhaps remained 
silent when 


you should have spoken out? Can anyone here say they’ve 
leda 


blameless, exemplary life?” | asked, taking the time to look 
at each 


member of my audience. “Has anyone here ever wished to 
retrieve a 


moment and relive it, making a different choice? Wanted 
redemption? 


Wanted to make amends?” | raised my arm, continuing 
softly. “I am 


guilty of having done a great wrong, and | want 
redemption.” 


“What did you do?” he whispered, stunned, I think, at my 
honesty. 


| know I was. 


“Ah, Mr. Davenport, that’s where my mask comes in to play, 
and 


I’m still working on that one.” | climbed off my stool, 
effectively 


ending the talk. 


“Thank you so much for coming to listen to my ramblings,” | 
said, 


raising my voice and speaking to the room at large. “For 
those of you 


who are interested, I’ve prepared a limited-edition 
lithograph as a small 


token of my thanks for your attendance.” 


Just about everyone approached me for a copy of the 
lithograph 


I'd prepared, which was a rather detailed drawing of my 
interlocked 


hands—one hand palm up, the other palm down, fingers 
loosely 


interlaced. Superimposed lightly over the top was the 
chorus from the 


Jewel song “Hands ”. The last line, “And | am never broken,” 
was 


another phrase that touched me deeply. 
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He remained leaning against the wall, watching me speak a 
few 


words to each person as | handed out the print. One or two 
asked me to 


write something personal on the back, making me feel like a 
rock star. | 


told myself | didn’t care that he was studying me, but | was 
fooling 


myself. | cared a lot. 


Finally, we were the only two left in the room. With 
unhurried 


grace, he pushed himself off the wall and approached me, 
his walk lithe 


and athletic. He was obviously a man very comfortable in 
his own body. 


As he strode toward me, | gravitated toward him, almost like 
he was 


reeling me in. 
“Mr. Farrell.” His voice was quiet as he proffered his hand. 


A warm, pleasurable charge ran up my arm as | placed my 
Slightly 


roughened hand in his smoother one. His hands, | noticed, 
were 


beautifully shaped with long tapered fingers, like one 
imagined a 


musician or a surgeon to have. 
“Mr. Davenport.” 


“A most revealing talk,” he observed. His gaze wandered 
briefly 


to my mouth before returning to my eyes, and once again | 
thought | 


Saw a question in them. 


“Yes, thanks to you. You almost had me checking to see if | 
was 


actually wearing any clothing,” | remarked dryly. 


He threw back his head and laughed, revealing the column 
of his 


throat. | liked his laugh—it was rich and warm. 


“I still have more questions I’m hoping you will answer for 
me. 


The first sphere, the one about masks. Where did you find 
the poem? | 


Googled it last night and came up blank. If it had been 
published 


anywhere, I’m sure some reference to it would have come 
up.” 


“It hasn’t been published,” | replied quietly, somewhat 


overwhelmed that he had researched one of my works. 


“Who wrote it, then?” he persisted. 

“I did,” | said shyly, looking down at my feet. 

“You did?” 

He seemed surprised, which made my temper flare a little. 


“Yes, | did, Mr. Davenport. Just because | am a visual artist 
doesn’t 


mean I’m incapable of expressing myself verbally, or with 
the written 


word. Being an artist does not preclude me from being 
articulate.” 
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“That’s not what | meant. That poem, it’s so insightful. You 
would 


have had to experience what it spoke of to describe it so 
eloquently.” 


His voice remained soft and even, but his gaze was 
searching. | returned 


his stare, blue into gray, unable to answer. He had the most 
beautiful 


eyes, gray with dark rims around the irises and framed with 
thick dark 


lashes. 


“Would you like a print, Mr. Davenport?” | asked, gathering 
my 


wits and ignoring his implied question. 


“Yes,” he answered quietly, his gaze once again drifting 
down to 


my mouth, which made me realize | was biting my bottom 
lip. 


“Would you like me to write something on the back?” My 
phone 


number, maybe? 


| was surprised at my unbidden thought. The man made me 
SO 


uncomfortable, and yet | wanted more of his company. He 
made me feel 


awkward and excited at the same time. His persistent 
probing scared me 


a little, but I’d never felt so alive. It was such an odd 
combination of 


reactions, and it had me reeling. 
“Address it to Michael and then surprise me,” he murmured, 


standing so close to me | could smell his body wash. Vanilla, 
citrus, and 


something spicy. 
Yum. 


“Mmm, humor or profound?” | queried. 


“Like | said, Surprise me.” 

| thought for a moment, chewing on the end of my pen. 
With a smirk, | wrote, Dear Michael, l'Il leave you with 
the words of Oscar Wilde: 

“Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. 
Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.” 

PS: Not all masks need to be removed... NF 


| handed him the print and watched as he read my words. 
When he 


raised his eyes to mine, his were hot and questioning. 


How can gray eyes be hot, for God’s sake? Gray is a cool 
color. 


But hot they were, and they scorched me. | dragged my 
gaze from 


his with difficulty, lowering it to his lips, which wasn’t a good 
idea, 


because | immediately wondered how that pouty bottom lip 
of his 


would feel in my mouth. 
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| turned and walked off before | could give myself away. 


“What did you do?” His voice was low and urgent, almost 


pleading. 
Something in his tone would not be denied. 


“| did a good man a great injustice,” | tossed over my 
shoulder, 


my voice a little hoarse. 
Shit! Why did | tell him that? Shit! Shit! Shit! 


Paula looked at me questioningly as | marched past her 
office. 


“I'll be back in half an hour. Would you like me to bring you 
back 


a coffee?” 


“Sure. You okay?” she asked, her concern showing on her 
face. 


“You look a little flushed.” 


“Yes, I’m fine. | just hate being the center of attention. I’m 
going 


to go for a quick walk to debrief myself,” | replied, making 
myself 


smile reassuringly at her. 


The cool breeze felt welcome on the warm skin of my face. 
Half 


of me expected my profile-man-with-the-warm-honey-voice 
to follow 


me, and | couldn’t make up my mind if | was relieved or 
disappointed 


that he didn’t. 

He has a name, Nick. He’s not profile-man anymore. He’s 
Michael, Michael Davenport. 

| tried his name, rolling it around in my mind as one might a 


candy in the mouth. | liked it. Strong, simple, sexy. It suited 
him. 


Oh, come on, Nick, his name could have been Horace 
Horshack 


and you'd have thought it sounded sexy! What on earth is 
up with you? 


Anyone would think you’d never seen a good-looking guy 
before. 


As | walked, | tried to fathom why he affected me so. Sure, 
he was 


attractive, obviously intelligent, and had a commanding 
presence, but 


l'd been around other good-looking, interesting men before 
and never 


felt even the slightest attraction. Why him, and why such an 
overwhelming response? 


| wondered if he was gay. My normally reliable gaydar 
seemed to 


be on the fritz where he was concerned. Naturally, | wanted 
to think he 


was, but was that just wishful thinking? 


With a sigh, | turned back to the gallery, stopping to grab a 
couple 


of lattes for Paula and myself. As | neared the entry, my 
heart started to 
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pound and the flock of pigeons took up residence in my gut 
again. 


Would he still be there? | was of two minds as to whether | 
wanted him 


to be or not. His questions were so probing. They left me 
feeling naked 


and vulnerable, especially when | knew so little about him in 
return. 


And yet his mere presence was exciting, making me feel so 
alive | was 


almost vibrating with energy. Taking a deep breath, | strode 
through the 


doorway and tried to look more confident than | was feeling, 
just in case 


he was still in the gallery. 


Upon hearing my boots on her polished cement floors, Paula 
came 


out of her office, and | was struck with a strong sense of 
déja vu. 


“You are on such a roll today, Nicky!” she trilled excitedly. 


“What does that mean?” | asked, smiling at her beaming 
face. 


“That means Michael Davenport, of the architectural firm 


Carmichael and Davenport, has asked that the three 
spheres be put on 


hold for him until he can get his partner to come in and 
have a look at 


them. He needs to talk to you about how they could be 
installed at some 


boutique hotel they’re currently building. He’s asked that | 
give him 


first right of refusal should anyone else want to buy them 
before 


Wednesday, which is when he said he could get Brett 
Carmichael here. 


He wants you to have lunch with them on Thursday to 
discuss the 


possible installation—” 


“I can’t... | can’t have lunch with him on that day....” | 
trailed off, 


seeing the look on Paula’s face. 


| rushed to explain. “Aidan’s wife has an important medical 


appointment on Thursday... they're having twins, so l'Il have 
to be in 


the shop that day. Because | knew I'd be there all day, I’ve 
set up 


appointments with the manufacturers and artisans who 
make up my 


designs. | can’t cancel them all, Paula. Lions and Lambs is 
not only my 


livelihood, it’s Aidan’s too. He’s had to shoulder the brunt of 


responsibility for the store in the lead-up to this show. | can’t 
dump 


more on him, not when his wife needs him. Besides, | 
desperately need 


to organize the production of my new designs. Can’t we 
arrange for me 


to have a late dinner with him and his partner next Friday, 
or maybe 


lunch on Saturday?” 


| Knew | was babbling, but | needed her to understand. She 
must 


have seen my distress because her eyes softened. 


“Okay, but can you phone him? | mean, the man is sex-on- 
legs, 


but truth be told, he intimidates me a bit,” she admitted 
sheepishly. 
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“Yes, he is, isn’t he?” | concurred. 

“Which one are you agreeing to, Nick? Sex-on-legs or 
intimidating?” She smirked. 

“Umm, both?” and then we were both laughing. 


“HELLO! Earth to Nick!” Evie giggled, snapping her fingers in 
front of 


my face. 
| flushed. “Sorry....” 


“Where were you? Were you thinking about Sex-on-Legs 
again?” 


she smirked, using my nickname for Michael Davenport. 


“No!” | exclaimed at the same time Oliver chimed in with 
“No sex 


for Evie.” 


“Ssh, Ollie,” she admonished him, raising her eyebrows at 
me, 


clearly unconvinced. 


“Well, okay, maybe....” | grinned back at her. 


It was true. Ever since my opening, the gallery talk, and 
then the 


lunch with his partner, which Michael unfortunately hadn’t 
been able to 


attend, he was all | seemed to be able to think about. He not 
only 


dominated my every waking moment, but also my dreams. 
Evie, being 


Evie, had noticed my preoccupation and pried the truth out 
of me. 


“Thought so. That’s all you seem to do these days. You'd 
better wipe 


that drool from the corner of your mouth. It really is most 
unattractive.” 


Before | could stop myself, | had moved my hands up to my 
mouth to wipe away any moisture. 
“Gotcha!” She laughed, her eyes wet with tears. 


“You bitch! How you can call yourself family is beyond me!” 
| 


said, laughing with her because she had managed to put 
one over on me 


yet again. She’d been doing it ever since she could talk. | 
really should 


have known better by now. 


“Too easy! You make it too easy!” she chortled, wiping the 
tears 


from her eyes. 
“Why do I put up with you?” | asked, trying to look stern. 


“Must be my humor!” Another wave of laughter overtook 
her. 


“Yeah, must be. Especially as it’s usually at my expense!” | 
remarked dryly. “I knew | should never have told you.” 
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“Sure you should have. You can tell me anything.” Evie 
giggled. 


“Only if | want to be reminded of it for the rest of my life!” 


“Nicky, I’m your favorite sister! | think there’s even a law 
that 


says you have to,” she lectured, trying to look serious. 


“You're my only sister, and what, there’s a law now?” | 
laughed, 


Shaking my head at her. 
“Definitely. If you like, l'II share too. Shall | tell you what Jack 


and | got up to last night?” she asked slyly, looking at me 
through her 


lashes. 


“God, no! You should follow Oliver’s orders. ‘No sex for 
Evie!’ 


Don’t you have to get back to work, you damn horny bitch?” 
“Laid, Nick, you need to get laid.” Evie smirked at me. 
“Jesus, how did this evolve, or should I say devolve, into a 


conversation about my sex life?” | asked, rolling my eyes at 
her. “Oh, 


that’s right... "cause I’m having it with my horndog sister!” 
“What sex life? You don’t have one!” Evie snorted. 


“I don’t have time for a relationship,” | defended myself, 
shoving 


my hands in my pockets. 


“Trust me, bro, if Michael Davenport made a move on you, 
you'd 


make time. And if not him, then someone else. But in order 
to meet 


someone, you need to get out more.” 


“I go out!” My protest was met with another not-so-delicate 
snort 


from Evie. 
“Going out of your front door and walking two blocks to your 


studio is not ‘going out’, Nick.” 


“I go for walks, | go to the gym, the movies, the bookstore, 
coffee! 


| go out!” | said defensively. 


“When was the last time you went to a bar or club?” she 
pressed. 


“You know they remind me of Dad. Besides, the guys there 
aren't 


looking for relationships. They’re looking for a fuck, and just 
because 


I’m gay doesn’t mean | do casual hook-ups. If | meet 
someone, | want it 


to be in the course of my everyday life. You know, at the 
movies, ora 


gallery. Then there’s at least a chance they might like some 
of the same 


things as me.” I'd had this conversation with Evie many 
times in the last 


couple of years. 
“Well, what about this Davenport guy, then?” 
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“God, Evie, | already told you, | don’t even know if he’s gay. 
He’s 


kind of hard to read.” 


Our conversation was halted by the tinkling of the bell, 
Signaling 


someone had entered the shop. Both Evie and | sucked in 
our breaths as 


we heard Oliver greet our latest customer. “Well, hello, 
beautiful.” 


Seeing Evie bite her bottom lip, | knew she was hoping the 
customer 


was a woman. Oliver always saved the worst of his insults 
for men. 


Hearing silence from Ollie, we both sighed in relief and 
headed 


together for the front of the shop. My step faltered when | 
saw who had 


just entered, and | looked to Oliver in surprise, wondering 
why he 


wasn’t cussing the man in his usual fashion. Instead, he just 
kept 


repeating the word “gorgeous” over and over again. God, 
maybe being 


around me has turned Ollie gay! 


“Oh yeah,” whispered Evie. “You'd better go see if he needs 
some 


help.” 


| scowled as I took a step past her. 


“Work it, baby, work it,” she cooed softly, trying 
unsuccessfully 


to suppress a laugh. 


Glaring at her only made her laugh harder, and | felt a wave 
of 


heat creep its way up my neck and into my cheeks. 
God, | hope he didn’t hear that. 


“Mr. Davenport, how nice to see you again. What brings you 
to 


my neck of the woods?” | asked, pleased with the steadiness 
of both my 


voice and my extended hand. 


| heard the swish of Evie’s skirt as she took a step farther 
into the 


room, obviously wanting a better look at Mr. Sex-on-Legs 
himself. 


Please don’t let her stare or say something embarrassing. 
| wasn’t sure who | was more worried would say something 
inappropriate, Evie or Oliver. 


He grasped my proffered hand, and the same pleasant 
charge ran 


up my arm at the contact. 


Fuck... how does he do that? 


“You, Mr. Farrell, you are what brings me here. Well, you and 
some possible office sites, and please call me Michael.” 


| had to stop myself from closing my eyes in pleasure as his 
voice 


flowed over me like a deliciously warm caramel sauce. 
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“Oh, | thought we were meeting again next Saturday, along 
with 


your partner, and it’s Nick. Please call me Nick,” | replied, 
working to 


keep my voice low and well-modulated. 
“We are, but as | was here looking at possible office sites, | 


thought I'd kill two birds with one stone. | hope you don’t 
mind.” 


“Depends. Are you going to interrogate me again so | feel 
like | 


left home naked?” | asked dryly. 
Holy shit, where did that come from? 


With his usual impeccable timing at embarrassing me, 
Oliver 


chimed in with “Nick a naughty boy. Tut. Tut. Tut. Dirty boy. 
Nick 


naughty. Ollie want a tickle.” 


“Umm, Michael, meet Oliver, my oh-so-well-behaved 
parrot.” 


Thankfully, Michael took my teasing and Ollie’s irreverence 
well 


and laughed, a little awkwardly perhaps, but still a laugh. 
“Umm, nice to meet you, Oliver, and | promise to rein in my 


curiosity, Nick. At least for today,” he replied, a smile lifting 
the 


corners of his lips. It was the first time I’d really seen him 
smile, and 


even though it was only a half smile, it blew me away. 
Heaven help me if he gives me a full-blown one. 
Evie decided to make her presence fully Known at this point, 


sidling up beside me and clearing her throat. Before she 
could introduce 


herself, Oliver piped up. “No sex for Evie.” He repeated it 
again and 


again as he bobbed his head and shuffled up and down the 
length of his 


perch. 


“Ah, Mr.... | mean, Michael, this is my sister, Evie, who 


apparently isn’t allowed to have sex. Evie, this is Michael 
Davenport, 


who is investigating the possibility of installing one of my 
pieces ata 


boutique hotel his firm has designed.” 
Michael was struggling not to laugh and Evie was all charm, 


pretending nothing untoward had been said by Oliver. 
“Pleased to meet 


you, Michael.” 
“The pleasure is all mine, I’m Sure.” 


They proceeded to chat casually, as if they’d known each 
other for 


years rather than moments, while Ollie continued to exhort 
Evie not to 


have sex and | gave in to my need to ogle Michael. 
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| made myself drag my eyes away from watching that pouty 
bottom 


lip as it moved in conversation with Evie. True to form, | 
wanted to run 


my fingers down his face to memorize it. | literally ached to 
draw him. 


Letting the velvety tones of his voice wash over me, | took 
in his 


appearance. He was dressed casually in a black denim 
jacket over a white 


T-shirt that hinted at the chest it covered, and khaki cargo 
pants that hung 


off his hips in just that way. Sex on legs, indeed. My cock 
stirred, and | 


was grateful for the concealing stiffness of the denim of my 
jeans. 


Reluctantly, | was drawn back to reality by Evie making her 
farewells. 


“Give me a call later, we really need to talk about SOL,” she 
said, 


hugging me briefly but tightly. “Bye, Ollie.” 


A flush stained my cheeks as | realized who she meant. 
“Umm, 


Sure, later.” 
“Who’s Sol?” asked Michael as Evie whirled out of the shop. 


“Ah, a mutual friend,” | mumbled, bending over and 
pretending to 


do up my shoelace, needing time to gather myself. 


Oliver, in his usual way, foiled my plans. “Mmm, peaches. 
Nice 


ass, darlin’. Mmm, peaches.” 


| looked up to see Michael biting back a smirk. “Is your bird 
always like this?” 


“He only gets worse,” | admitted, laughing a little 
uncomfortably. 


“What can | say? He spent the first seven years of his life in 
Dad’s bar, 


and it would seem you can take the bird out of the bar but 
not the bar 


out of the bird.” 


At the word “bar,” Ollie let fly with phrases he must have 
heard 


time and time again while with my father—the most 
innocuous being 


something about a whiskey shot and the worst about some 
chick having 


a good rack. The F-word made quite a few appearances as 
well. 


Okay, need to change the direction of this conversation. 
“So would you like the nickel tour?” | asked. 
Another half smile. “Lead the way, Nick.” 


To keep Oliver amused, | put the radio on. He loved music 
and 


immediately began bobbing his head and squawking. 


| led Michael through all the rooms, both upstairs and down, 
and 


talked enthusiastically about Lions and Lambs, explaining 
how Aidan 


and | shared the responsibilities. 
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“So you sell antiques and designer furniture as well as some 
home 


décor items? Do you do all the design work?” 


“No, not all. | have a degree in Interior Design as well as 
Fine Art 


so | do most of it, and make some of the pieces myself, but 
we also have 


other artists, artisans, and furniture makers who make up 
my other 


designs. There’s not enough hours in the day for me to do it 
all myself, 


or so Aidan and Evie tell me! We also have pieces from 
other designers 


and artists, but about seventy-five percent of what you see 
around you 


are my designs.” 


“That sounds pretty demanding. When do you find time to 
make 


art, let alone have a social life?” 


| shrugged, not really wanting to admit | didn’t have much of 
a life 


outside of my art and design work, but he wasn’t going to 
let me off that 


easily. He raised his eyebrows, waiting for me to answer. 
Time to admit to being a geek, Nick. 


“I threw myself into getting Lions and Lambs off the ground 
and | 


guess | kind of....” | shrugged again, trailing off. 


A huge smile spread across Michael’s face, and with it all 
severity 


evaporated from his features. | blinked a few times, feeling 
a little 


stunned by its force. He looked younger, and yes, | had to 
admit to 


myself, sexier. 


In that moment realization struck me, and | knew | was in 
trouble. 


Big trouble. Understanding hit of what it all meant: my 
thundering 


heart, the flock of pigeons that seemed to take up 
permanent residence 


in my gut when I was around him, his domination of my 
thoughts and 


dreams, my hyper awareness of him. | not only wanted him. 
| was in 


danger of falling in love with him. 


So this is what it feels like. Mmm... I’m not sure | like it. 
What’s so 


great about feeling sick, nervous, out of control, not to 
mention 


incoherent? 


Michael must have interpreted my silence as having upset 
me, 


because he spent the next two minutes apologizing 
profusely. He 


reached out to touch the back of my hand, and once again 
the warm, 


pleasant charge ran up my arm and through my torso. | 
wondered if 


everyone experienced it when touched by someone they 
were falling in 


love with. If so, | could understand why some people 
seemed unable to 


keep their hands off each other. 
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One of life’s mysteries solved. 


| chuckled at my musings. Michael looked questioningly at 
me. 


“Nothing, just an errant thought.” 


He laughed, and | liked the sound of it more each time | 
heard it. 


“Now, Mr. Davenport, | don’t mind in the least having a chat 


today, but | do have work to do, so we are going to have to 
kill two 


birds with one stone.” 


“Oh, there’s another bird here other than Oliver? You don’t 
need 


to kill either of them on my behalf,” Michael teased, 
intentionally 


misunderstanding me. 
“Very funny. Neither bird is Ollie, though he does have me 
contemplating murder on a regular basis.” 


“I’m assuming you need to take care of any customers who 
come 


in, but what other work do you need to do?” he asked, his 
head tilted. 


“Mostly the displays, but | do need to spend a bit of time on 
the 


phone and replying to a few e-mails.” 
“Perhaps | could help with the displays?” he suggested. 


“Aah, a man who has some brawn to back up his brain!” | 
teased, 


almost purring. 


Fuck! Where did that come from? Shit, if that was you 
flirting, 


Nick, then, you suck at it. 
Michael laughed, taking a step closer to me. “Consider my... 
aah... brawn at your disposal.” 


“You may live to regret those words!” | warned, staring at 
him 


with a stupid grin on my face as he shed his jacket. 
Oh fuck.... You are in deep shit, deep, deep shit, Nick. 


Michael’s forearms and biceps were toned and defined 
without 


being bulky, and suddenly | was too aware of him. 
Again. 


Too aware of the pull of his personality. Too aware of his 
scent, 


his physical presence. Just too damn aware, period. 


God, Farrell, get it together. You're twenty-five, not fifteen. 


| threw myself into rearranging the furniture to create some 
new 


displays with the stock that had come in and Michael, true 
to his word, 


helped. Our hands bumped each other’s regularly, and 
every time it 
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happened a shiver of pleasure would course through me. | 
snuck glance 


after glance at him, each time finding him watching me as 
well. 


Whenever a customer interrupted, Michael busied himself 
by 


unpacking items, and when Ollie was in full steam, swearing 
at some 


poor guy who had come in to collect a CD rack his wife had 
bought the 


previous day, he even moved in to distract Oliver. |, of 
course, trotted 


out my standard apology for my bird’s potty mouth, and 
thankfully, the 


guy had a sense of humor. 


“He likes you,” | observed as Oliver pushed his chest more 
firmly 


into Michael’s fingers. 


“Does it ever worry you or your brother that he might offend 
some 


of your customers?” 


“What? You don’t like being called a fucker and told you’re 
butt 


ugly?” | asked in mock surprise. 


Michael’s chuckle warmed my heart and stirred my cock, 
though | 


was beginning to think just about everything he did 
achieved those two 


ends. 


“Oh, how silly of me! Of course, | love it. A man should be 
told that 


every day. | particularly liked it when he said to that guy, 
‘You call that a 


dick?’ | wish he’d said that to me when | arrived!” Michael’s 
attempt at 


imitating Oliver’s Irish accent had me almost doubled over 
in laughter. 


“He’s much nicer to women.” | chuckled, defending my 
feathered 


friend. “They love him because he calls them beautiful or 
gorgeous and 


tells them they have nice asses and tits.” 


“Oh shit! Does he think I’m a woman? He keeps calling me 


beautiful and gorgeous.” Michael’s face was a picture of 
horror, and | 


couldn’t help the snort that rumbled out of me. 


“No, he doesn’t think you’re a woman, but | think you may 
have 


turned my parrot gay!” 
“l'Ad much rather turn his owner gay.” 


“Can you say that again?” | asked, the air exiting my lungs 
ina 


loud whoosh. I blinked at him a few times, certain | must 
have heard 


him incorrectly. Surely he couldn’t have just blurted out 
what | thought 


he had. Was | having some oxygen-deprived auditory 
hallucination? 


“l’d much rather turn you gay,” he whispered, taking a step 
toward me. 

“Too late... already turned.” 
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“That’s good to hear.” He took another step. “Hopefully, that 
will 


Save me time with the sales pitch.” 


“You have a sales pitch?” | croaked, pressing my hands 
firmly 


onto the counter behind me to help hold myself upright as 
my legs 


suddenly felt shaky. 


“I came up with one for you. | haven’t been able to stop 
thinking 


about you since your opening. Your words spoke to me. It 
was like 


you'd read my journal... fuck, your poem... it’s haunted me. 
You've 


haunted me. Every time | close my eyes, all | can see are 
your beautiful 


blue eyes.” 
“Kisses for Nick. Kisses for Nick,” squawked Oliver excitedly, 


and | swallowed nervously. Had my feathered friend 
suddenly turned 


both gay and psychic? Because | was pretty sure Michael 
was about to 


kiss me. 


“Excellent idea, Ollie,” he murmured, closing the last of the 
gap 


between us. He placed his hands over mine and pressed the 
full length of 


his body against me. Our eyes locked; | couldn’t have 
dragged my gaze 


away if a bomb had gone off beneath me. | could feel his 
hardening cock 


against my thigh and was certain he could feel my erection 
against his. 


“What do you think, Nick? Would that be a good idea?” 


He was so close that as he spoke his breath wafted over my 
parted 


lips, and | got a hint of his taste on my tongue. Can you get 
drunk on 


someone’s presence? lf so, | was definitely drunk on his. His 
words 


echoed in my head. Kiss. Such a small word... all of four 
letters. The 


Same as another small but potent word: edge. And just as 
an edge had 


two sides, | knew that with this kiss, my life would have two 
sides. 


There would be my life pre-kiss and my life post-kiss. 


“Would you like me to kiss you, Nick?” Michael asked again, 
and 


| realized | hadn’t answered him. 


“Yas,” 


In that final moment before his mouth made contact with 
mine, 


my heart stilled. | leaned forward, eager to leap into my new 
life, and 


did what I’d been dreaming of doing: | sucked that pouty 
bottom lip of 


his into my mouth. 


The feel of its soft lushness encased between my lips made 
my 


imaginings seem wishy-washy by comparison. | sucked and 
tasted, 


moaning softly as his flavor bloomed in my mouth. 
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Perhaps he’d been having similar fantasies, because he 
gently 


returned the favor. His warm breath filled my mouth, and | 
heard myself 


sighing and felt myself melting further into him. He was all 
around me: 


his arms about me, his hands encasing mine, his body 
pressed against 


me, his scent in my nostrils, and his taste on my lips. | felt 
like | was 


drowning in a sea of him, and never had | welcomed the 
water over my 


head more. And when, finally, he slid his warm velvet 
tongue into my 


mouth, caressing it along the edge of my own, | was beyond 
glad of the 


counter at my back and his weight pressing against me. 
Without them 


both, I’d have slid to the floor. 


Oliver’s chants filled the air. “Kisses for Ollie. Kisses for 
Ollie.” 


Over and over he repeated it, his tone demanding attention. 


“I think Oliver’s jealous,” | whispered when we finally came 
up 


for air, my heart thundering. 


“He’s going to have to wait his turn.” Michael lowered his 
head to 


suck on the tender skin beneath my ear. His hair tickled my 
jaw and | 


longed to run my fingers through its silkiness, but my hands 
were still 


trapped beneath his on the counter. Surrendering, | tilted 
my neck to 


give Michael better access to my throat. “Right now I’m 
busy trying to 


get his owner to fall in love with me.” 


“Too late... already fallen.” 
Six months later 


“HMM, that feels so good,” | moaned as Michael gently 
tugged my 


head backward under the warm spray of the showerhead, 
massaging my 


scalp as he rinsed the conditioner from my hair. 
With my eyes closed, his tender peck on my lips took me by 


Surprise, but mine immediately puckered in answer, and | 
was rewarded 


with a second press of his mouth against my own. 
“Ollie a clean boy, no more smelly Ollie,” Oliver squawked 


happily as he flapped his wings, sending water spraying 
everywhere. 


Michael chuckled softly. “It always makes me feel so kinky 


having him in the shower with us. Heaven help us if he ever 
tells 


anyone what we get up to. Did you hear him squawk in front 
of Aidan, 


‘Fuck me ’, the other night?” 


| nodded, getting water in my eyes. “Yes, and when you 
went to 


the kitchen to make coffee and grab everyone’s desserts, he 
said, 
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‘Harder, baby, harder’. Aidan didn’t know where to look, and 
Evie 


nearly wet herself laughing.” 


Michael’s horrified expression had me laughing. We really 
would 


have to seriously think about putting Ollie in his playroom 
while we, 


aah, played. 


“Nobody wants to fuck a dirty Nick,” my feathered friend 
chortled 


happily, spreading his wings and shaking his head. 


“Hmm, | don’t know about that,” whispered Michael against 
my 


ear. “I kind of like fucking a dirty Nick. | like fucking a wet 
Nick too, 


and a sleepy Nick. | even like fucking a drunken Nick, 
though my 


favorite would be a toss-up between a horny or romantic 
Nick.” 


“Sounds to me like you just like fucking Nick,” | breathed 
against 


his neck, lapping at the beads of water hovering 
precariously on his 


flushed skin. 

“Oh, | do. In fact, | love fucking Nick.” 

“Good, ‘cause Nick loves fucking you too,” | replied huskily. 
“Damn, | wish | had time to make love to you right now,” he 
moaned, arching his neck to give me better access. 


“Hmm, me too,” | mumbled before sucking on the ends of 
his wet 


hair. 


“Love, you're going to have to stop...,” he began, only to 
trail off 


as | poked my tongue into his ear. My man loved having his 
ears licked 


and sucked and nibbled on. 

“You were saying?” | teased, pausing for a moment before 
sucking his lobe into my mouth. 

“You're a cruel man, Nick Farrell, teasing me like this,” he 


groaned, “knowing we have hours before | can get you 
naked again.” 


“Kisses for Nick. Kisses for Michael,” squawked Oliver 
excitedly 


and | chuckled—I was so glad my guy and my bird liked 
each other. 


Well, truth be told, Oliver adored Michael and had even 
developed a 


sixth sense about his arrivals. He’d screech his greeting a 
full five 


minutes before Michael even got his key in the door. 


“Always with the wonderful ideas, Ollie,” he murmured, 
cupping 


my face and smiling at me. | closed my eyes as he leaned in 
to suck my 


bottom lip into his mouth. Far too soon for my liking he 
pulled away 


and whispered, “Come on, love, or | really will have to fuck 
you, and 


then we'll be late to our own opening.” 
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His words brought back the knot of nervousness in my belly 
that 


had been lurking, ready to strangle my guts, all day. Tonight 
was the 


opening of the hotel he and Brett had designed, and my 
orbs had center 


stage in the foyer. Between their installation and that of my 
scrolls in 


the new medical center, I'd been a nervous, gibbering wreck 
all week. 


Reaching past me, Michael switched off the water and then 
turned 


to do the same to Ollie’s, hunching his head down into his 
shoulders in 


preparation for what he knew was about to come—Oliver’s 
high- 


pitched screech of protest. | smirked, biting my lip. I’d 
reconciled long 


ago to the fact that no amount of time would ever see me 
used to its 


piercing resonance. That the bathroom’s acoustics made it 
bounce off 


the tile didn’t help much either. 


“Fuck,” Michael muttered quietly. “It’s enough to strip paint 
from 


walls!” 


SEEING people milling about in small groups, and my 
spheres 


displayed in the large expanse of the foyer, sent a wave of 
déja vu 


washing through me. 


There | was again, laughing too much, talking too much, 
bringing 


my seemingly perpetually full glass of red wine to my lips 
too much... 


and did | mention | was fidgeting too much? 


Looking over my glass, | scanned the room, searching for 
Michael 


like a compass needle seeking true north. | spied him, 
looking as sexy as 


hell in his charcoal suit and white shirt, standing about 
twenty feet away 


from me, beside /nvictus. Seeing him looking so calm and 
confident, so 


effortlessly elegant, chatting comfortably to some city 
bigwig, just 


reinforced the feeling of having been here before. 


The difference this time, of course, was that my fingers 
knew his 


profile, had traced it countless times. My studio was 
decorated with my 


many attempts at drawing his likeness. | had intimate 
knowledge of the 


lean athleticism his suit covered. And | knew the creamy 
paleness of the 


Skin at his throat extended down the entire length of his 
beautiful body. 


Well, except for the dusky rose of the bell-like head of his 
cock. 


| made myself drag my eyes away from him; thinking about 
his 


gorgeous cock wasn’t helping me keep my shit together. My 
gaze 


skittered over the well-dressed crowd as | laughed a little 
too hard at 


some lame joke made by someone whose name | couldn’t 
remember. 


Rubbing the back of my neck, | poked my index finger in 
between the 
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collar and my skin and wriggled it in the hope of loosening 
its stiff 


starchiness a little. 


“Excuse me, Maureen, would you mind if | borrowed Nick for 
a 


bit?” 


Maureen shook her head and smiled. “Of course not, 
Michael. I’m 


sure everyone wants to meet this talented young man of 
yours.” 


Once out of earshot, | whispered teasingly, “You rescued 
me!” 


Michael chuckled as he tilted his head toward mine, 
continuing to 


guide me away from the throng. “Just think of me as your 
regular, 


everyday knight on a white charger.” 


“Ooh, my very own knight in shining armor! Do you slay 
dragons 


too?” 


He smiled at my banter and my heart swelled—| loved 
making 


him smile. 


Michael carved a path through the crowd for us, and all | 
could 


think about was how good it felt to have his warm hand on 
the small of 


my back. The next thing | knew, he’d ushered me into what 
appeared to 


be an office and pushed me up against the wall beside the 
door. 


“Have | told you lately that | love you?” he asked as he 
kissed his 


way up my throat. 


Tipping my head back, | groaned. “Yes, in the cab coming 
over 


here.” 
“Well, that’s obviously too long ago. | love you, Nick Farrell.” 


“Even when | get nervous and babble incoherently?” | 
squeaked as 


he took the lobe of my ear into his mouth and sucked on it 
gently. 


Michael wasn’t the only one with an ear fetish. 


“Especially when you are nervous and incoherent,” he 
whispered, 


kissing his way along my jaw. “Though | must admit, | prefer 
it when 


you're incoherent because of my mad lovemaking skills.” | 
chuckled 


softly. “So tell me, love, why are you so nervous tonight?” 


“Because of you,” | mumbled against his warm skin. “It’s 
entirely 


your fault. Before you, | didn’t care what anyone else 
thought of my art, 


but now, because you designed the hotel, | care. | want 
people to like 


my work for you, 'cause you picked it.” 


Pulling away slightly, Michael cupped my face, his gaze soft 
and 


warm. “Thank you.” 
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As he leaned in, | closed my eyes and held my breath, 
waiting for 


the sweet feel of his lips on mine. | tasted his wine-laced 
breath first, 


sighing as | followed the flavor into his mouth. 
Too soon, it was always too soon, he released my lips. 


“Sweetheart, they do love the orbs. Everyone has been 
raving about 


them.” 


Resting my head on his shoulder, | mumbled my apology. 
“lm 


sorry; | just hate being the center of attention. | feel so 
awkward and 


uncomfortable.” 
“Well, let’s see what we can do to relax you, then.” 


His hands moved to the buckle of my belt, managing to 
unfasten it 


before my brain caught up and | placed a restraining hand 
over his. 


“Michael, we can’t.” 
“Sure we can.” 


“What if someone walks in?” 


“| locked the door.” 


Once again his hands cradled my face. “Tell me, my nervous 
love, 


when are you most relaxed?” 


“Umm, after you’ve fucked me stupid,” | muttered, feeling a 
blush 


creep up my throat and into my cheeks. 
“Exactly!” exclaimed Michael triumphantly. 
“So | should look at this as medicine? As being therapeutic?” 


“Finally we’re on the same page!” Michael smirked, his 
fingers 


busy with my fly. 


With my trousers in a puddle at my ankles and a final kiss to 
my 


hungry mouth, Michael lowered himself in front of me, 
pressing his 


face into my cotton-clad groin. 


“God, love, you always smell so good,” he moaned, kissing 
along 


the outline of my cock. “Every time | set your dick free from 
your 


underwear, | feel like I’m unwrapping a Christmas present.” 


His hands followed his words, and as | looked down, I saw 
him 


lick his lips in anticipation. Glancing up at me, he winked. 
“Okay, let 


the therapy begin. Let’s see what this knight can do to 
vanquish your 


one-eyed dragon.” 


At the first touch of his tongue against the smooth skin of 
my balls, 


| gasped. “Oh, yes, let the therapy begin. Therapeut away, 
my knight!” 
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That was the last full sentence | was able to utter. My 
tongue felt 


thick in my mouth. | could scarcely breathe. Looking down, | 
was 


mesmerized by the sight of his pink tongue laving my shaft 
before 


dipping into my slit, extracting my juice. His hum of 
appreciation had 


me groaning and panting. 
Could the excited tremor in my belly be seen, it would be a 


kaleidoscope showing all the colors of the rainbow. 


God, how | loved the feel of my cock hardening within the 
warm 


cavern of his mouth, swelling to fill it. With each bob of his 
head, with 


each lap of his tongue, the pressure built in my balls. | 
tightened my 


thigh muscles, trying to assist my self-control in its fight 
against that 


most primitive of urges to thrust. Fuck, it took every ounce 
of strength | 


had—it felt like my balls were on the brink of bursting. 


The conspiracy between my cock and my hips continued. | 
was 


losing the battle to remain still under his talented mouth. 
They had me 


seeking to seat myself farther and farther into his wet heat. 
Michael 


joined the conspiracy, grabbing the cheeks of my ass and 
encouraging 


me to thrust deeper down his throat. 


With a groan, | surrendered, clutching at Michael’s hair as 
the 


head of my dick jackhammered his tonsils. He swallowed 
and hummed 


and swallowed some more. 


And then he had one finger of each hand at my spasming 
hole, just 


penetrating me with their tips. 
It was too much. 


For one brief moment | balanced on the cliff edge of my 
orgasm— 


a split second of hovering between the tightening tingle of 
my scrotum, 


my balls drawing up close to my body, and the surging of 
my seed 


down my length and into his welcoming mouth. 
Exquisite. 
It was so damn sublime. 


“Michael!” | cried before shoving my fist in my mouth in an 
effort 


to stifle my screams. 

He licked me clean. | quivered. 

He re-dressed me. | trembled. 

“So how did my, aah, administering of therapy go? Are you 


relaxed?” Michael’s handsome face filled my vision, and | 
had to blink 


a few times to get my eyes to focus on him. 
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“So relaxed I’m borderline comatose.” 


The boyish grin that lit his face at my words almost blinded 
me. 


“Well, if you’re going to vanquish a dragon, you may as well 
do it 


properly.” 


Staring into the happy, loving gray of his eyes, | had an 
epiphany. 


This man loved me. Really loved me. As | did him. 


Compared to that, compared to the tidal wave of emotion 
Michael 


evoked in me, my silly little hang-up didn’t seem so 
important after all. 
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WILD HORSES 

Kate Pavelle 


LATE July in Pittsburgh sucked, especially if you were so 
strapped for 


cash you couldn’t afford a single item off the McDonald’s 
Dollar Menu. 


Then again, the humid heat made the very thought of food 
revolting. 


Kai sent a prayer of thanks for the abandoned half sandwich 
he had 


been able to scavenge from the outdoor café table in the 
Strip District 


during lunch. 


That, however, had been many hours ago. He almost felt 
the heat 


break as the westering sun hid behind the tall glass-and- 
concrete 


buildings of the Pittsburgh downtown. A rivulet of sweat 
fought its way 


through his sodden bandana, making his eye sting with his 
own Salt. He 


wiped his brow with the back of his hand and crouched over 
his rusty 


ten-speed bike as he balanced in place, not moving, biding 
his time. 


Tourists tended to come out of the old, majestic hotel down 
the street, 


wallets in their pockets. They emerged from the brass 
revolving doors 


and had their inevitable first look up, then down Grant 
Avenue. A good 


third of them got stuck at the intersection of Grant and 7th 
Street, 


waiting for the rush-hour traffic to pass while gazing at the 
stone-carved 


buildings around them. 


Just like the guy in the tuxedo, right on the corner. Kai’s 
eyes 


were glued to him, studying him. He emanated the poise 
and calm that 


spoke of money, entitled arrogance, and control. Surely he 
could afford 


to make a small contribution to the less fortunate. Kai noted 
the way his 


silky black hair spilled down his shoulders. Eventually, his 
graceful 


hand raised to push a stray strand out of his eye. This 
motion uncovered 


his pocket. Silent as the evening breeze, Kai coasted to him 
from 


behind, solid on his antique bicycle, with an almost inhuman 
sense of 


balance. He reached in and extracted the contents of the 
pocket with his 
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left hand. Pushing the pedals hard, he crossed the 
intersection during a 


brief lull in the incessant flow of traffic, weaving his way in 
the wrong 


direction and earning a few irritated honks. Only once he 
turned the 


corner into a narrow alley did Kai begin to breathe again. He 
had never 


picked a pocket before; he had never thought he would 
have to. As his 


adrenaline high began to wear off and his hands threatened 
to shake 


with spent nerves, regret set in. He thought back to the pale 
hand that 


swept the ebony strand back, skimming the perfect high 
cheekbone. 


There was strength in the man’s straight back and shapely 
shoulders, 


but vulnerability as well, and Kai felt a pang of regret for not 
choosing a 


different mark. Someone less memorable, perhaps. Less... 
beautiful. He 


fervently hoped the man he had robbed was a true asshole 
who had it 


coming. 


ATTILA KELEMAN was staying downtown only because he 
absolutely 


had to, and because he trusted Tibor to send his boys to the 
Stables in 


the morning and take care of his horses. The Equine 
Behavior Society 


Conference was an important professional event, but the 
fact that he had 


been honored as the featured guest speaker did not mean 
he enjoyed the 


pressure of the people around him, be they acquaintances 
or perfect 


strangers. He was waiting to cross the street, following the 
directions to 


the nearby Omni Hotel where he was to eat, speak, and 
Shake hands 


with his colleagues and their aspiring students. He was 
willing to teach 


all that he had been taught—even at the cost of having to 
interact with a 


throng of humans—as long as this did not have to occur 
very often or 


last too long. 


The light was about to turn when he felt a light brush 
against his 


tuxedo jacket. His hand flew back to its protective position a 
moment 


too late. A man wearing only torn Bermuda shorts and old 
Sneakers 


pedaled hard through the busy intersection. Attila stood in 
place, almost 


forgetting to take a step forward when the light changed. 
His keen, 


changeable eyes followed the cyclist down the street, 
transfixed, until 


he saw the man turn a corner and disappear. 
Ah, the joys of city life. 


His money clip held only sixty dollars; that much he could 
do 


without. His iPhone, not so much. Attila swallowed an 
ungainly 


Hungarian curse. The next two blocks were spent thinking 
about the 


vivid streak of a wild, tattooed, red-headed man on his 
rusted bicycle. 
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He emanated unbridled, wild power; Attila still felt the place 
where the 


redhead had brushed against his jacket. Old feelings, pesky 
and 


inconvenient, began to stir as he thought about the half- 
naked wild man 


who had risked his life in rush-hour traffic for a lousy few 
bucks anda 


cell phone. Attila did his best to suppress them. Instead of 
rehearsing his 


speech, he pondered the best way to retrieve his 
irreplaceable telephone. 


He could just call the phone company and have it traced— 
except the 


wild vision invaded his mind again, and the memory of their 
brush was 


still there. Attila took a deep breath, thinking hard. Perhaps 
there was 


another way. 


SIXTY fucking bucks! 


And a new iPhone! 


Kai could hardly believe his luck. The cash would let him eat 
for 


over a week if he was careful. There was a greengrocer on 
Smallman 


Street who'd let him buy fruit way below cost. He’d have 
gone to JoJo’s 


for one of their famous omelets with hash browns, had they 
still been in 


business, but the diner had closed four weeks ago, costing 
Kai not only 


a source of his favorite omelets but his dishwasher job as 
well. He 


contemplated buying a cup of the best cappuccino in 
Pittsburgh, soon 


rejecting the thought in favor of necessities. These days, 
coffee was a 


rare luxury. 


The iPhone, though. He could probably sell it for more than 
a 


hundred bucks—it was a new model with obscenely huge 
memory anda 


much-improved camera. He liked the sleek feel of it in his 
hand. He 


didn’t relish the thought of letting it go, but it was better 
than returning 


to Nelby. Kai’s brow furrowed at the way their relationship 
had soured 


as soon as his job disappeared. Not even in his dreams 
would he have 


guessed the man would try and press him into pushing 
drugs on the 


street. Nelby had taken his things—important things—in 
order to 


control him. Kai would not yield—not to his shady boyfriend. 
That 


night he gave his wild hunger for freedom free rein and 
disappeared. As 


soon as he made some money unloading trucks, he had 
gone back to 


pay Nelby his portion of the back-due rent in order to 
reclaim his 


possessions. Thinking back, Kai still felt the shock of seeing 
a burned- 


out wreck where their cheap rental used to be. All of his 
things went up 


in smoke—his clothes, his guitar, and especially his legal 
documents. 


Without legal documents, he could not get a legitimate job. 
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Without a legitimate job, he could not make enough to get 
off the 


street. 


Store owners were willing to slip him a twenty here and 
there for 


extra work off the books, but those tips were far from 
regular income. 


Kai had not always depended on jobs such as these. After 
the 


recession layoffs six months ago, nobody seemed to have a 
need fora 


vo-tech graduate with three years of factory assembly 
experience and 


minimal computer skills. Now, with his proper 
documentation gone, he 


was about as employable as an illegal immigrant. 


ONLY half an hour later, Kai’s sandwich was devoured and 
his plain 


water sucked down like it was the elixir of life. He was 
sprawled on the 


loading dock behind the closed greengrocer’s shop. The 
filthy concrete 


still radiated the heat of the day, but it would cool soon, and 
Kai would 


be cold enough to pull out a hoodie from his hiding place. 
The iPhone chimed in his pocket. 
He pulled it out curiously, pushed the single depression, and 


straightened with surprise when he realized the message 
was for him. 


Are you truly so poorly off that you need to steal necessary 
items 


from perfect strangers? 


Kai stared at the words. The question wrapped itself around 
his 


mind. The last six months had been bad. Terrible, even. He 
just couldn’t 


get a toehold—not anywhere—and the last four weeks had 
been a litany 


of failed efforts. 


You may keep the money—obviously you need it. However, | 
need 


my phone back. 


He hunched over the device, his feet swinging off the 
loading 


dock. The stink of rotting produce yielded to the fresh smell 
of river 


mud off the Allegheny. Kai lifted his face into the evening 
breeze. He 


never thought his victim would contact him. His mind 
returned to the 


memory of a silent, poised figure in a tuxedo, waiting to 
cross the street. 


With great hesitation, he touched the glowing screen. A 
keyboard 


popped up. Unaccustomed to the task, Kai began to 
compose an answer. 


Thanx. Sorry. 


He pushed the “send” button. Soon, the device chimed 
again. 


You are welcome. Please return the phone to me, or to the 
concierge at the Omni Hotel. My name is Attila Keleman. 
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He paused. His heart skipped at the warm tone of the 
message, but 


the device in his hand was worth weeks of food. His time on 
the street 


had hardened him some. The stranger with the strange 
name was 


obviously rich enough to buy a new one. It was kind of 
weird, though, 


the way he didn’t seem to be mad. He typed a new 
message, his fingers 


clumsy, having to backtrack over mistakes. 
Why? 


ATTILA Keleman stared at the one-word message, his heart 
sinking. 


That phone had everything on it. There were photos and 
messages, e- 


mails and contact information—and the schedule so critical 
to the 


running of his business. He used to have it all backed up on 
his 

computer, but two days ago his old desktop machine 
yielded to the 


summer heat and to the ubiquitous sawdust that forever 
Surrounded the 


stables and died. His students, his charges, his friends, their 
addresses 


and telephone numbers and their lesson schedules—they 
were all on his 


phone. Training records, vet records, a small expense app 
that let him 


keep track of who paid for their lessons and boarding fees— 
all gone. 


The backup drive he had used with his computer was now 
too outdated 


to be compatible with the new iMac he purchased earlier 
today, and he 


still didn’t know whether the self-styled “geniuses” at the 
Apple store 


would be able to convert the files from his old PC into Mac- 
readable 


data that he could at least print out and retype. His life, 
which he had 


thought so smooth and organized, had turned into a 
nightmare. 


My whole life is on that phone and I have no backup. The 
photos 


and records are irreplaceable and essential to my business. 
Attila handed the borrowed phone back. “Thank you, Steve. 
Should anything come up, would you kindly inform me?” 


The other horse trainer nodded. “Sure. That’s a terrible 
thing. You 


are at the Westin, room 611?” 


“Yes. Thank you.” Attila’s voice was a soft whisper as he 
stood. 


Calm and collected, he approached the podium and looked 
at the 


hundreds of faces that were packed into the ballroom. All 
these people 


had paid for the privilege to be there and drink from his 
fountain of 


wisdom. 


After the customary introductory address, he deviated from 
his 


plan and met the eyes of the crowd. Unruly rust-colored hair 
anda 


shoulder tattoo were still fresh in his mind. 
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“It is important to remember that each horse is, essentially, 
wild at 


heart. Before the horse responds to your requests for canter 
or counter- 


canter or extended trot, that wild heart needs to be tamed.” 


TWO days had come and gone, and the owner of the phone 
had long 


disappeared. Kai kept rereading the last text message. 


| need to return now. Please mail the phone to Blue Heron 
Acres. 


The address is in the phone directory. Remember, you are 
better than 


stooping to such acts of petty thievery. 


Kai’s waking hours were haunted by the mild words of 


admonishment, his dreams populated by graceful men with 
black, 


flowing hair, dressed in tuxedos. He wished the phone’s 
owner had 


gotten angry and called him names, but instead he had 
given him the 


very money he had stolen. Now, more than anything, Kai 
felt a 


profound sense of shame. His victim had not even tried to 
blame him. 


He just wanted his phone back. 
The device had sixty-eight percent charge left. Kai found the 


address for Blue Heron Acres, but weeks of homelessness 
made him 


reluctant to spend the cash for the padded envelope and 
postage. Not 


even realizing it, he no longer cared about its potential 
financial value; 


the sleek device had become his tie to civilization. To the 
man who had 


told him he was better than all this. 


Am I? The question resonated through his subconscious, 
making 


waves on formerly stagnant waters. 


He was loath to spare the money, but he was not against 
using his 


time. He did, after all, still have his bicycle. The vision of the 
calm, well- 


dressed man who would not yell beckoned to him, arousing 
more than 


just his curiosity. He was sorely tempted to look through the 
records and 


photographs on the calm man’s phone, but the battery was 
getting a bit 


low, and he knew he’d need the juice to power the map 
function. 


Next morning he topped off his water bottle, filled the 
pockets of 


his hoodie with two bananas and two apples, and set out in 
the dim 


early-morning haze. He missed the morning traffic as he 
crossed the 


Roberto Clemente Bridge toward the North Side and 
continued all the 


way along the river bike trail toward the West End. Groomed 
public 


landscapes with a lush science center and a glitzy casino 
gave way to 


weeds by the path and broken concrete by the docks. The 
trail ended by 


the jail. He found this fact to be an ironic reflection upon his 
own 
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situation and pulled out the stolen phone, activating Google 
Maps. The 


address of Blue Heron Acres had already been entered; he 
followed the 


blue dot along Route 65 North toward Ambridge. He was 
aimed a good 


sixty miles out of town. The river path had ended, and he 
had to bike in 


the emergency lane of the highway, hoping to evade the 
attention of the 


police and the backdraft of speeding cars. 


Sun began to beat upon his bare head and the black hoodie 
had 


become unbearable, so he removed it and tied it around his 
waist. 


Two hours later, he hid in the shade by the highway and ate 
the 


bananas. 
Another hour later, his water was gone. 


Battery power was down to thirty-five percent, and he used 
the 


map feature sparingly. The terrain had also become hilly, 
and his 


fatigued and dehydrated legs refused to work. He had to 
climb off and 


push his bike up the hill, only to ride down the other side. 


He began to question his judgment, his decision to return 
the 


phone in person, his choice to steal it to begin with. His 
tongue was 


stuck to the roof of his mouth and his eyes glazed over in 
the merciless 


glare that reflected off the concrete highway. Yet whenever 
doubts 


threatened to overcome him, the words of the text came to 
him again. 


Remember, you are better than stooping to such acts of 
petty 


thievery. 


Traffic began to thicken as the day wore on. He followed the 
blue 


dot onto local roads that cut between shady hills. 


At three o’clock in the afternoon, in what appeared to be a 
thinly 


populated residential area near the state game lands, he 
spotted a 


gleaming white sign with blue lettering. 
Blue Heron Acres. 


“HE did well, Saul.” Attila Keleman did not smile, but his 
blue-gray 


eyes warmed in acceptance as Willie made a happy, 
unintelligible sound 


up in the saddle. Attila reached up to unbuckle the boy’s 
safety belt. 


“Willie, it is time to dismount.” An expression of crushing 
disappointment flooded the misshapen little face. 


“You can come again on Wednesday. That is two days from 
now. 


Will you come and ride Chicago again?” The boy nodded, 
then freed his 
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right toe out of the stirrup and attempted to swing his leg 
over. Attila 


helped him down while his father fished a horse treat out of 
his pocket. 


“Say thank you, Willie.” The boy took the treat in his hand 
and 


extended the flattened palm to the horse, who accepted it. 


“Will he ever ride like we do?” Saul asked, wistful concern 


apparent through his horn-rimmed glasses. 
“He will ride in his own way.” 
“I suppose. Thank you, Attila.” 


“You are welcome anytime,” Attila replied, almost smiling. 
“My 


regards to Mimi.” Saul nodded and took his son’s hand, 
leading him to 


the car. 


Attila began to unsaddle Chicago right there, outside the 
barn. The 


short gelding was placid enough and did not need to be put 
in the cross- 


ties. Being outside, Attila was visible to his observer. He 
loosened the 


girth strap aware he was being watched. He could feel the 
man out 


there, hiding in the tree line above the paddock. The dogs 
had barked in 


the afternoon, and Sensational Snowfall had stopped in mid- 
canter, 


pointed in the direction of the tree line, and whinnied. He 
trusted Sen’s 


instincts more than his dogs’ or his own. 


Attila understood men very little, but he knew horses, and a 
wild 


horse was best coaxed in slowly. 
First, you tame the wild heart. 


Having slipped a halter onto Chicago’s head, he tied him to 
the post 


and took his tack inside. Emerging again, he brushed the 
horse out, checked 


his hooves, and took him to the hose to water down his hot, 
sweaty flanks. 


The appaloosa just snorted and turned into the cool water 
spray. Then Attila 


opened the gate to the paddock and let Chicago run loose. 
His visitor did not emerge. 


No matter. Attila knew that his iPhone was near, and all his 
vital 


information with it. He pulled a cold bottle of Gatorade out 
of the 


refrigerator along with a granola bar from the snack basket 
and set them 


out on one of several picnic tables by the barn. He stood 
there in the sun 


for a short moment, gazing toward the tree line. 


KAI watched the graceful man set the food and drink out 
and abandon 


them. It must be a test. Taking them without asking first 
would be one 


of those acts of petty thievery Kai now believed were 
beneath him, so 
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He had never seen any up close before. There was the 
smaller 


horse of many colors that the phone’s owner hosed down 
only a short 


while ago. The water had looked divine from afar; Kai was 
parched and 


dizzy from the heat. The big white horse that had whinnied 
at him from 


his pasture had a big rump, and his mane was braided down 
his thick, 


curved neck. Always dignified, he paid no heed to the antics 
of his 


companion, a chestnut stallion with a long black mane and a 
black tail 


that reached all the way down to the ground. He looked wild 
and at odds 


with the commanding white. Kai liked him; he liked studying 
the 


delicate lines of his smaller head and his long legs and the 
way he ate up 


the ground as he ran. More than anything, though, he 
wanted to know 


what was going on in the large covered building behind the 
barn. He saw 


people lead horses into it, and after a time, return inside the 
barn again. 


Some were untacked and let loose into the paddock; others 
stayed inside. 


It took him a good half hour to circumnavigate the fenced 
paddock 


through the dense woods, making his way down the hill 
toward the 


building. There were no windows, but large doors were open 
on each end. 


Kai hunkered down in the shade of a nearby foundation 
planting, catching 


a glimpse of a man his own age astride a tall black horse. 
The owner of 


the iPhone stood in the center in tall black boots and riding 
breeches that 


hugged his legs all the way up and a white linen shirt. His 
black hair was 


pulled back into a ponytail, and he wielded a long whip in 
one hand. 


Kai’s eyes widened as he heard it crack through the air, 
tickling 


the horse’s rump. 


“Don’t let him get away with this, Tim. Yukon is too 
intelligent 


not to understand what is required of him.” Yet the black 
horse known 


as Yukon refused to move. The man with the whip sighed. 
“Stay here. l'Il get your spurs.” 


The lesson continued. The rider was making progress with 
his 

grudging mount, though both were drenched with sweat by 
the end. 


“Good. Once you’ve cooled him down, spend some time 
with him. 


Get to know him better. He’ll want to be hosed down and let 
loose.” 


Kai ducked behind the door as the man with the whip 
headed for 


the opening. He saw him approach the paddock gate and 
whistle. The 


white horse galloped up, followed by the chestnut, who also 
vied for the 


man’s attention. 
“Not you, Vermillion. It’s Sen’s turn.” His voice was like a 
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smooth, cool chocolate milkshake on a hot summer day, and 
Kai 


shivered. He peeked from his hiding place. The white horse 
followed 


the man on his own, and they disappeared into the barn. 


Kai heard a loud snort, almost jumping with surprise. The 
chestnut 


horse stood by the fence, curious nose pointed in his 
direction. 


There was something about him, something wild and 
enticing. Kai 


looked around. The place seemed deserted. The few riders 
present were 


tending their mounts inside the barn. He took a deep 
breath, then slowly 


walked toward the fence. 


“Vermillion, heh? What a fancy name you have.” He put his 
fist 


out, the way he knew to do when meeting a strange dog, 
and to his 


surprise Vermillion nosed him. His black nostrils were silky 
soft as he 


snorted against Kai’s hand, and his chestnut coat appeared 
almost red in 


the setting sun. 


“What? You want something?” Kai started at the sound of 
his own 


voice. The horse’s soft nose pushed against his chest, and 
he dared to 


step closer, all the way to the fence. A long, sinuous neck 
bent down 


toward the pocket of his hoodie, giving another snort. 
Vermillion pawed 


at the ground. 
The apples! 


Kai pulled one out and twisted it in his strong hands, 
breaking it in 


half. He held it out on his palm, just like he saw the little boy 
hold the 


treat earlier in the day. The horse sniffed it, then engulfed it 
in his large 


mouth, making short work of it with his massive teeth. The 
treat gone, 


Vermillion pushed his nose into Kai’s face, and Kai smelled 
his sweet, 


horsey scent and his sweat, and for the first time in ages he 
felt a sense 


of soothing comfort. Daring greatly, he lifted his hands and 
stroked the 


strong neck, feeling the smooth muscles all the way up to 
Vermillion’s 


ears. He heard the horse huff and shy off, but he didn’t let 
him go. 


“Shhh...’ts okay. l'Il give you another, see?” Kai fished in the 


pocket of his hoodie, pulled out another substantial part of 
his dinner, 


and offered it, thrilled to see it accepted, thrilled to feel the 
warm neck 


lean into him. There was such comfort in it. He had never 
felt anything 


like it before. He wanted more, suddenly, and a reckless 
impulse had 


him climb the fence and share Vermillion’s space. He knew 
this was 


probably a bad idea, but he had so little to lose and such 
pleasure to 


gain. 


Vermillion whickered, running off a bit, then pranced back. 
Kai 
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grinned; the horse wanted to play. He could oblige him. Not 
only that, 


but the horse trough had water in it, and if the horse let 
him, Kai could 


appease his unbearable thirst and drink his fill. He shrugged 
out of his 


hoodie, taking the apple out and tossing the sweltering 
garment over the 


fence. He broke the apple again, gaining Vermillion’s 
attention. 


Kai blew a soft whistle, holding the treat on the palm of his 
hand. 


Vermillion came, ate it, then head-butted him so hard that 
Kai fell 


straight on his ass. 


“Hell no! Don’t do that!” He called after the horse and 
scrambled 


to his feet, following him up the hill to the watering trough. 
ATTILA had Sen work intricate lead changes with the level of 


concentration only he and his white horse could muster. The 
arena was 


all his, and in its calm silence he could finally focus on 
analyzing the 


nuances of Sen’s gait. The mirror that spanned the length of 
the wall 


showed his mount’s perfect extension, his front legs 
Skipping on an 


even beat. He almost smiled. Then he heard the first 
whinny. 


Vermillion seemed to have detected their unexpected guest. 


Attila cantered around the arena three times, letting his 
horse blow 


off a bit of steam before they reversed directions, working 
the precise 


steps again. 


Outside, Vermillion whinnied again and snorted, and Attila 
picked 


up the sound of a human voice answering back. 


He frowned. Vermillion was incorrigible. He had a bad habit 
of 


biting, he kicked, and he didn’t care for having a saddle on 
his back 


whatsoever. The stranger could get hurt. Hopefully he didn’t 
get too 


close.... 


Then there was an exclamation. The young horse outside 
neighed, 


the sound of his hoofs beating a rapid cadence. 


Lips pressed into a thin line and his brows drawn together in 


concern, Attila rode out of the covered arena and toward the 
fence. 


Stunned, he saw a broad, bare back half-covered with long 
orange hair, 


its owner loping his way up the hill toward a watering trough 
and 


Vermillion running circles around him. The horse, blood red 
in the light 


of the setting sun, gave the man a playful shove in the back, 
and the man 


sprawled on the ground, helpless. Vermillion stepped around 
him and 


bent his neck down, nosing his shoulder with an inquisitive 
whicker. 


The man didn’t move. 
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Alarmed, Attila saw the horse paw the ground and neigh, 
then run 


down the hill toward him. His eyes rolled in distress; the 
sound of his 


neigh was a brash call of alarm. Sen gathered himself under 
Attila, 


ready for action. Attila asked him to go. They cantered 
around the small 


courtyard to pick up speed and aimed at the fence. The lithe 
rider felt 


the white horse’s power gather under his legs as he raised 
himself out of 


the saddle, pressing his heels down into the jump, absorbing 
the landing 


in his loose joints. He stood in the stirrups as Sen cantered 
up the hill 


toward the prone body. He slid out of the saddle and knelt 
next to the 


fallen man. 


Attila reached his hand toward the man’s shoulder, a 
sudden 


hesitation making him pause before he touched the bronzed 
Skin. Heart 


in his throat, he turned him over. His even, angular face was 
covered in 


filth but even so, it was apparent that the stranger was 
younger than him 


by several years. The man’s torso and arms were bronzed 
by the sun. 


His left shoulder bore an intricate Celtic tattoo. His shorts 
were tattered, 


but the oft-repaired pocket had something in it. Hoping for a 
form of 


identification, Attila slid his hand in. Loose bills and coins— 
over forty 


dollars—shared the pocket with his missing iPhone. 
So he had returned it after all. 


Except now, the red-haired punk was passed out in his 
pasture and 


hot to the touch and his face was flushed. 
Heat stroke, perhaps? 
Attila shook the limp shoulder. 


“Are you all right?” he asked, realizing his question made 
little 


sense. The man failed to rouse. He whistled between his 
teeth, gaining 


Sen’s attention, and whispered two words. The giant horse 
knelt, then 


lay down next to the two men. Attila pulled Kai’s body over 
his saddle 


and sat behind him, then told his horse to rise. They were 
up and headed 


for the gate, and Attila was surprised to see the usually 
reticent 


Vermillion walk with them, eyes wide, snorting hot breaths 
as though 


full of concern. 


“Don’t worry, Vermillion, he will be well taken care of.” 


To Attila’s surprise, his soothing voice had no effect. 
Vermillion 


would not be left behind. When Attila dismounted and 
opened the gate 


for Sen and his unconscious passenger, he barely kept 
Vermillion from 


pushing his way out of the paddock. 
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“No,” Attila said, his voice firm. Vermillion cantered in a 
circle 


and jumped over the fence, clearing it with ease. Keeping 
well away 


from Sen’s master, he nosed Kai’s prone form on Sen’s 
other side. 


In all his years of training horses, Attila had never seen 
anything 


like this before. A horse so stubborn and reticent, so 
woefully unwilling 


to take the bit and carry a rider, seemed to have bonded 
with a perfect 


stranger. With a thief, no less. 


“All right, then. Have it your way.” He let Vermillion follow. 


He steadied the limp body with his hands as they 
descended down 


the hill. A sorawling bungalow sat in a wide flat not far away 
from a 


reedy pond. They passed through the landscaped areas, 
marring the 


tended lawn and pristine flowerbeds with hoof prints. When 
they 


reached a small swimming pool by the rear patio, Attila 
pulled his guest 


off the horse and straight into the shallow end, shorts and 
all. The water 


was not too cold, its temperature just right to merely cool 
the man’s 


system. 


He supported the stranger’s head above the water and 
reached for 


the phone that now resided in his shirt pocket. 


“Dr. Russo? ...No, not an accident as such. A case of heat 
stroke, 


| think... could you come over?” Attila counted himself 
fortunate to 


know a local physician who still made house calls. His own 
call now 


finished, he placed the cell phone on the chair next to the 
pool and 


settled on the shallow steps. He pulled the stranger 
between his knees, 


holding him steady. The man still felt hot under his hands. 
Attila rana 


wet hand over his shoulders and neck, gently spreading 
water. He tried 


very hard not to notice the stranger’s well-formed physique 
as he ran his 


hand over the muscled torso. He attempted to wash the dirt 
off the 


handsome face, carefully ignoring the vulnerable, closed 
eyes and the 


soft lips that just begged to be kissed. 


He ignored all that, along with the inconvenient tightness in 
his 


wet riding breeches, as he waited for Dr. Russo to arrive. 


KAI woke up in a silent, dark room, lying under a cool sheet 
ona 


comfortable king-size bed. A glance around the room 
revealed a stand 


with two bags of clear liquid and a thin, clear tube going 
down toa 


needle in his arm. The sight alarmed him. His head hurt and 
his legs 


ached something fierce, and his tongue seemed to have 
been 


permanently stuck to his palate. Kai attempted to sit up. 
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“Here....” A smooth voice murmured by his shoulder. Pale 
hands 


stacked pillows behind his back. “You can lean back now.” 


Kai saw the man come and sit on the side of the bed next to 
him. 


His pale face had high cheekbones, and the shape of his 
eyes looked 


vaguely Asian, but their color appeared a changeable, 
stormy blue. He 


was barefoot, wearing swim trunks and a blue T-shirt, and 
his hair was 


tied back into a ponytail. The man handed him a glass of 
something 


yellow. 
“Here is some diluted orange juice.” 


Kai nodded his thanks and sipped some, his mouth now 
regaining 


its mobility. 


“Where am |?” he rasped. 


“In my bed.” Kai stilled at the words, but before he could 
fight his 


blush down, the other man continued. “Vermillion wanted to 
be able to 


see you, and the guest bedroom lacks a door opening onto 
the patio.” 


Kai pondered that for a moment. 
“What happened?” 


“You were overheated and dehydrated, and you passed out. 
Two 


days ago.” 
Oh. 


“Did you find your phone in my pocket?” Kai asked. That, 
after 


all, was the purpose of his mission. 

“Yes. Thank you. You could have just come in.” 
Kai looked away. 

“I am Attila Keleman. What is your name?” 


Kai turned to the owner of this bed, this house, and this 
land. “Kai. 


Kai Alewright.” 


Attila considered him for a while. “Mr. Alewright, if you have 
no 


other commitments, one of my riders got badly injured 
yesterday. My 


students help me with the horses, you see. They clean the 
stables and 


groom the horses, feed them.... Hal took a bad spill and 
cracked three 


vertebrae. He is very lucky—he is in a back brace now, 
barred from 


riding and work for three months. Do you think you would 
be interested 


in staying here for some time and helping out?” 

“You'd let me?” Kai exhaled. 

“Yes.” 
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“You'd trust me?” 

“Tell me, Mr. Alewright. Why did you return my phone?” 


Remember, you are better than stooping to such acts of 
petty 


thievery. 


Kai flushed. Nobody had told him anything like that before. 
At 


loss for words, he shrugged, his eyes drifting away. Attila 
sighed, taking 


the empty juice glass away. Their fingers brushed as he did 
so, and he 


bit back a gasp at the electrifying contact. “When you feel 
like getting 


up, you may shower in that room over there. Then we will 
move you to 


the guest room.” 


“YOU’RE fucking crazy, Keleman. He took your fucking 
phone, and 


you let him stay in your house?” Tibor leaned against the 
railing of the 


outdoor corral as he and Attila watched young Naomi warm 
up her 


horse for a series of jumps. Her blonde hair stuck out from 
under the 


black helmet, and her short legs reached barely halfway 
down the 


horse’s barrel, but her seat was firm and she was fearless. 
“How is Hal?” Attila changed the subject, returning to Tibor’s 
oldest son. 


“Sore.” Tibor watched his daughter canter half circle and 
aim her 


white horse at the smaller set of jumps. “It could have 
happened to 


anyone. Brent is jealous of all the attention his brother’s 
been getting. 


Annoying little twerp.” 


“Send him to me. He can help Kai with the horses.” Attila’s 
lips 


tilted up in a hint of a smile. “There is enough work here for 
a lot more 


people.” 


Naomi trotted her horse up to the railing. “How did | do, 
Uncle 


Tilla?” 
“Adequately,” he allowed. “Now go again, but keep his head 


higher without pulling on the reins. Make it look like a secret 
magic 


trick.” 


“But he won't like it, Uncle Tilla.” The girl-child pouted, big 
eyes 


wide. 
“If you won’t pull and let him canter as fast as he wants to 


afterward, that will be his reward. He will do it. You will see.’ 


They kept observing Naomi’s efforts. 
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“So you're keeping that Kai guy around because...?” Tibor 
asked 


again. Attila knew very well why he was keeping Kai around. 
He was 


drawn to the man like moth to flame, but there was no 
reason to 


mention that because nothing would come of it. He, and his 
steel 


control, would make sure of that. His effort was merely 
humanitarian. 


Anyone would have done the same thing. 

“lam not certain yet. He... intrigues me. And then there is 
Vermillion.” 

“Tell me again what you saw.” 

Attila repeated himself, resenting the necessity to do so. 


“Hmn.” Tibor chewed on a blade of grass. “Nobody has 
ridden 


that horse, ever. What a waste of money—no wonder you 
got him 


cheap.” 
“| rode him.” Tibor looked at him, stunned. “For, oh... ten 


seconds?” 


Tibor bellowed in laughter. “The kid has no chance, Attila.” 


“Still, though,” the shorter man said as he watched his 
young 


niece work the course. “I have been bitten, and kicked, and 
he ran off on 


me so many times.... It has been months. He should have 
adjusted by 


now. He’s the only horse that has failed to respond to me. 
Then this guy 


shows up—some homeless inner-city kid, driven by a sense 
of guilt, | 


Suppose—and he climbs right into the paddock, and the 
damn horse just 


will not leave his side.” 
“So he’s your pet project.” 


“Well.” Attila paused, waving Naomi over, trying very hard 
not to 


lie. “I am considering the possibility. Mostly... he just might 
be 


Vermillion’s last chance.” 


THE red horse came back and pressed his soft black nose 
against the 


mosquito screen that blocked the sliding door to the patio. 
He gave a 


quiet whicker, which made Kai open his eyes and realize it 
was midday 


already. He sat up, suddenly conscious of his nakedness, 
and let his eyes 


search around until he spotted a pair of stretchy riding 
pants, laid out as 


though for him. He made use of the bathroom first, 
showered and used 


the new red toothbrush he found waiting for him. Then he 
brushed out his 


long orange-red hair using Attila’s hairbrush, hoping the 
man wouldn’t 


mind. He slipped into the stretchy pants, wondering at the 
suede patch in 
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his crotch and the pads on the insides of his knees and 
thighs. There had 


been no shirt or shoes, and his sneakers were not in 
evidence. Kai 


shrugged, inhaled the lunch left out for him and drank all 
the water, but 


saved the apple for Vermillion. He then walked out to the 
patio. 


“Hey, dude.” Kai’s bare feet rested on the cool concrete, 
unaware 


that one misstep on Vermillion’s part spelled a world of pain 
for him. 


“Want an apple?” He broke it in half, just like before. The red 
horse 


tossed his head at the sound of the fruit splitting and nosed 
the man’s 


chest. 
“Here ya go, fella!” 


As the horse was occupied with his treat, Kai ran his curious 
hand 


down his flank, marveling at the smooth, tight hide that 
covered the 


shifting muscles. It occurred to him that, maybe, Vermillion 
might be 


enticed to give him a ride up the hill. He wanted to ask Mr. 
Keleman as 


to the whereabouts of his sneakers, and he wanted to know 
what work 


needed to be done. 
l ain't a freeloader. | can pull my weight. And Mr. Keleman... 
he'll see. He won't regret takin’ me on. 


His heart overflowed with a sudden surge of loyalty as his 
mind 


flooded with the memory of the man’s soothing voice and 
gentle 


helping hands. He thought back to the way his host had sat 
on the edge 


of his bed, adjusting his pillows and handing him juice, 
being so very 


careful not to touch him. Kai had been disappointed at that. 
He wanted 


to feel the caress of those long, smooth fingers again. 
Again? 


Not quite knowing why, he just couldn’t shake off the feeling 
that 


those pale, gentle hands had touched him before, and he 
Shivered at the 


whisper of a memory. It bothered him that he should think of 
his host 


that way, and he racked his brain for other things he might 
have missed. 


There was the horse, red in the sunset... the apples... there 
had been 


water.... There had been another man, but he’d poked him 
with a 


needle, so Kai chose to block him out. 


“Mr. Keleman obviously expects his workers to ride, 
Vermillion. 


You'll just have to help me out here.” 
Blocking off any further thoughts of his host, Kai coaxed the 


curious horse next to a picnic table under a large, spreading 
tree. He took 


the other half of the apple and held it out, maneuvering the 
horse just so. 


Then he climbed on the table and put his hands on the 
broad back. 
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Vermillion stood still, munching his apple. 


Kai moved more of his weight onto the tall withers, then 
slung his 


leg over the broad rump, settling on the horse’s back. 


Vermillion shied under him and whinnied, almost rearing, 
and 


Kai’s fingers grabbed the black strands of the horse’s long 
mane almost 


by themselves. 


He felt his own hair whip his face as Vermillion took to the 
hill, 


cantering up to the familiar paddock. He felt the powerful 
muscles shift 


under him in an easy cadence, and made his legs clasp 
around 


Vermillion’s barrel as he tried to hold on, barely able to 
breathe. They 


passed the barn and the covered arena, but the paddock 
gate was closed. 


Vermillion ran along the fence, his hoofs a rolling beat of 
three-and-one 


of ancient jungle drums. Kai absorbed it, moved with it, his 
hands still 


clinging to the mane, his legs squeezing the heaving barrel 
for all he 


was worth. Exhilaration replaced terror as Kai felt his 
uncommon sense 


of balance kick in and realized that he was not necessarily 
Slated for an 


early death. The horse showed no intention to stop. They 
reached an 


outdoor corral with a single rider jumping obstacles within it. 
With but a 


corner of his eye, Kai saw two men turn and look his way. 
Vermillion 


was off, burning excess energy, running free. 
“WAS that your guy Kai?” Tibor asked, eyes wide. 


“Apparently.” Attila whistled, and Sen appeared at the 
paddock 


fence. Hearing yet a different whistle, the white Lipizzaner 
took a 


running start and cleared the fence, trotting up to his rider. 


“I'd better go after him. He doesn’t even have a bridle. Give 
mea 


hand.” 


Tibor’s big fingers linked into a step, boosting his brother-in- 
law 


onto Sen’s back. The white horse had no saddle, no reins. 


“You have no bridle either,” Tibor said with a note of 
concern. 


“| don’t need one.” 


Attila felt his gut twist as images of a possible disaster 
flashed 


through his mind. He pushed them away and pressed his 
heel into Sen’s 


flank. They were off. Sen had been babysitting the red horse 
for long 


enough to know what was required of him. 
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KAI entered the forest trail. He ducked his head, almost 
leaning on his 


steed’s neck in an effort to clear the lowest branches of the 
Surrounding 


trees. After few more minutes—and those felt like forever— 
Vermillion 


slowed down to a bouncy trot and then to a walk. Kai began 
to breathe 


again. He considered sliding off, but then he would lose the 
horse. The 


horse knew where he lived; Kai’s best bet was to stay 
mounted and 


hope for the best. 


In not too long, the four-beat cadence of a gallop echoed 
down the 


forest path. Vermillion tensed. 


“Shhh....” His left hand still holding the mane, Kai stroked 
the 


horse’s neck. “It’s okay... it’s okay.” 


A white horse burst into the open with Attila on top, 
bareback, 


intense eyes scanning the clearing. Kai saw relief wash over 
the other 


man’s face. Both he and Vermillion sat still, waiting for the 
other horse 


and rider to slow down and circle around to them. 


“Hello, Mr. Keleman! | thought Vermillion would give me a 
ride 


up the hill, but | guess he got a bit excited.” 
Kai looked at the older man’s perfect, poised posture and 


straightened up, imitating him without even thinking about 
it. The 


gesture did not escape Attila’s attention, though, and a thrill 
of 


excitement skittered up his spine. This guy was a natural, 
sitting a wild 


and untrained horse with balance and ease in just a pair of 
borrowed 


riding breeches and barefoot, no experience, no saddle, no 
tack. He cut 


quite a figure, sitting tall, his skin bronze and bare. The 
bridge of his 


nose and cheekbones were sprinkled with freckles that Attila 
had seen 


up close earlier. The sinuous pattern of his tattoo was 
echoed by the 


wind-tangled hair that spilled down his broad shoulders. 


Kai and Vermillion complemented each other down to their 
wild 


nature, red hair, and warm brown eyes. Their chemistry was 
almost 


palpable. 


Attila swallowed at the sight, and the thought of Kai staying 


crossed his mind. He would teach him all he knew. He would 
help him 


train Vermillion, provide his comfort, and show him how the 
business 


was run. Finally, after all these years of family either dying 
or moving 


into other professions, there might finally be someone.... 


He let out a deep breath, cutting his ruminations off. Having 
the 


man around meant sharing space with him. They would 
drive each other 


crazy, sooner or later. Attila preferred horses to people most 
of the time, 
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yet here was a human who apparently got along with his 
latest 


acquisition. His own misanthropic tendencies had driven his 
family out 


of the business. There was no way he could get along with 
this man, this 


perfect stranger, this lovely thief. A sense of panic suffused 
him at the 


thought of his silent peace being wrecked by another 
person. 


Vermillion’s whicker interrupted his thoughts, though, 
almost 


exorcising the anxious feeling. 
But Vermillion liked him.... 


Attila cleared his throat. “What did you need up the hill, 
Kai?” 


The younger man softened at the use of his given name and 
met 


the changeable, stormy eyes for the first time, almost 
drowning in their 


depths. Air became rare and he felt a blush bloom up his 
neck and 


cheeks under Attila Keleman’s piercing scrutiny. 
“I need my shoes, and... an’ | wanted to apologize....” Kai’s 


breath hitched and he fought to speak, his gaze still held 
captive by the 


sudden warmth in Attila Keleman’s eyes. “So... | wanted to 
know what 


work needs to be done. If your offer still stands, that is. Mr. 
Keleman,” 


he finished, breathless. Their gazes were still locked as their 
horses 


shifted under them, signaling their impatience. 


“Yes, the offer still stands. Just follow me,” Attila said, his 
heart 


inexplicably light as he faced the westering sun. “The 
horses know the 


way.” 
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SHOW AND TELL 
Liz Makar 


DAMIAN COLETTI was a murderer. He couldn’t help it. He 
couldn’t 


control it. He was a miserable murderer. He stared down at 
his latest 


victim with tears in his eyes. It never got any easier. He 
should have 


expected it by now, but every time—every single fucking 
time—he 


thought it would be different. Every time he made it through 
another 


week, he garnered a little more hope that there would not 
be a repeat 


tragedy. Yet here he was again, staring into Freddy’s cold, 
lifeless eyes, 


the turtle’s tongue almost comically hanging out of the side 
of his mouth 


like some cartoon character. God, not again. People 
depended on him, 


people who loved him unconditionally, and this was how he 
repaid 


them? He could just see the look in Maria’s eyes, the tears 
welling up on 


Jacob’s face. How could he do this again? How could he face 
them 


again? Damian dropped his head into his hands and sucked 
back a sob. 


He stared at his feet through the gaps between his fingers. 
What was he 


going to do this time? 


The pitter-patter of feet racing toward him sprang Damian 
out of 


his stupor, but not in time. “Hi, Mr. Coletti! Whatcha doing 
back here? 


Oh no! Freddy!” the little girl screamed in almost the same 
breath as her 


first sentence. “Freddy? Freddy! Mr. Coletti, is he—is he—is 
he—?” A 


few more kids were entering the room now. 


Damian turned back to look into little Maria’s grief-stricken 
face. 


There was no blame in her eyes, only sadness. He breathed 
deeply, and 


with tears brimming in his own eyes, he patted Maria on the 
head. “Yes, 


Maria. He’s—he’s dead.” Damian tried not to watch the little 
girl’s 


reaction, but he deserved every hurt look in her eyes. He 
deserved to feel 


like a pile of shit. 
“Oh no!” she said, tears streaming down her face. 
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“Oh shut up, Maria, it’s just a turtle,” Kenny said matter-of- 
factly 


while shoving his lunch box into his cubby. “Mr. C. will just 
buy uSa 


new one after school today. Get over it.” 
Damian shook his head. Kenny Davis’s parents were both 


psychologists, which had given Kenny a significant 
understanding of 


death and grief, an emotion he never showed when the 
class pet died or 


ran away or got misplaced somehow. At least Damian had 
one student he 


never had to console. 


“You shut up, Kenny!” Maria shouted back through her tears. 
“This 


was my weekend to take him home with me!” She pouted, 
then turned 


back to Damian. “Mr. Coletti, are you going to buy us 
another pet before 


this weekend?” She batted her tiny eyelashes at him. 


He looked down into the little girl’s big brown eyes. He 
didn’t 


really know how to respond. 


Damian taught a first grade class at Northshore Public 
Elementary 


School. He’d wanted to be an elementary teacher since he 
was a 


freshman in college, and getting this job right after graduate 
school had 


been a dream come true. When Principal Weathers 
suggested he get a 


class pet, he nearly jumped out of his skin; he had his own 
classroom, 


and he was going to have his own classroom pet? This was 
exactly what 


he had dreamed about. Because classes started September 
1, he eagerly 


ran out and bought a hamster before his fresh batch of 
kiddos showed up 


Wednesday morning. His first class loved him, and they 
absolutely 


adored their new pet. The class voted and named the 
hamster Hammy. 


Hammy was dead in a month. First year on the job, and 
Damian had to 


explain the concept of life and death to a class of twenty- 
three first 


graders. Most of them took it pretty well, but to heal their 
little hearts, 


Damian bought a new hamster the next week which they 
affectionately 


named Hammy, Jr., even though this hamster was a girl. 
Hammy Jr. 


survived much longer, but she was dead before the end of 
the school 


year. She escaped from the class cage during the last month 
of school 


and was caught and killed by the janitor, who thought he 
had found a 


disgustingly large mouse in the basement. 


This pattern continued over the next three years: Damian 
bought 


classroom pets and inevitably lost them in some sort of 
tragedy. Some 


died outright. Some ran away. One bird actually flew away 
through an 


open window, even though Damian had paid the pet-store 
owner extra 


money to clip its wings. He had perpetual bad luck with 
animals, but he 
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also lacked the ability to say “No” to his students. They got 
over their 


grief much more quickly than he and always requested a 
new class pet 


right away. Mostly, they liked naming the pet, and they liked 
having 


something all their own they could stare at during class. 


When a pet died, it was sad, but it also meant they would 
get to 


play with something new. Damian tried to put an end to the 
class pet 


game constantly, but his little charges wouldn’t hear of it. 
Because 


Damian loved the kids so much, he continued to give in to 
them. If 


Principal Weathers knew how much money he spent each 
year on 


replacement pets, he would probably put a stop to this 
never-ending 


series of tragedies, but because the money came out of 
Damian’s own 


pocket, no one else ever really knew about it. Some parents 
were 


suspicious, but Damian was always able to explain away the 
frequent 


change in pets. He often pretended that he had all of the 
extra pets at 


home and just brought in new pets all the time like a little 
Zoo or a Show 


and tell. Most parents shrugged it off as long as their kids 
were happy. 


And boy, were these kids happy when there was an animal 
in the 


classroom to play with. 


Damian had thought the turtle was an ingenious idea: he 
was slow 


moving, so Damian could catch him if he ran away; he had 
that hard 


Shell to protect him from rough first-grader treatment; and 
he seemed 


easy to feed. Damian was wrong somewhere in there, 
because Freddy 


was still deady. 
Damian smiled sadly at Maria. “I don’t know, Maria. | think | 


loved Freddy too much to try to replace him right away. 
Maybe we can 


wait a while.” He tried to appeal to the little girl’s 
sympathetic side. 


She patted Damian on the shoulder and leaned her little 
head on 


him. Damian smiled. “Mr. Coletti, | saw Jacob’s dad’s car at 
the Donut 


Shoppe like five minutes ago, which means he'll be here in 
no time at 


all.” Damian frowned, and his heart rate picked up a little 
bit. “Which 


means you might need my help to dispose of the body and 
to convince 


Jacob that Freddy went to a turtle farm to be with his 
relatives,” she 


sang. Damian looked into Maria’s big eyes with their 
mischievous 


twinkle. He tossed a glance over at Kenny, who was 
watching them 


intently with a big grin on his face. “I mean, you know you 
can buy my 


help and my silence pretty easily. You know you'll buy us a 
new pet 


eventually anyway,” she said casually. Damian had to 
contain a laugh. 


At age five, this little girl was already a manipulative little 
bitch. This 
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was why he loved teaching little kids: they were like 
adorable little 


adults. 

“Oh, | think | see their car!” Kenny said while laughing and 
pointing. 

Damian rolled his eyes. “Fine, fine. Let’s go, Maria.” Damian 
already had Freddy in a shoebox. 


Maria held up a hand to stop him. “No, you stay here and 
wait for 


Jacob and his dad. l'Il take care of... the evidence.” With a 
cute smirk, 


she took the shoebox, put the lid on it, and darted out the 
classroom’s 


back door into the hallway. 


Damian wasn’t sure where Maria would dispose of the turtle, 
but 


he had other problems to worry about. “Jacob! Mr. West! 
How are we 


this morning?” He plastered a smile on his face and strolled 
up to the 


front of the classroom to shake hands with Jacob’s dad. 


Jacob was tugging on his dad’s fingers, trying to get him to 
release 


his grip. “Da-ad, let me go! | want to go say “Hi.” to Freddy!” 
He 


wiggled and bounced from foot to foot. 
Damian took in a deep breath again. “Actually, Jacob, | have 


something to tell you about Freddy. He’s on vacation!” he 
Said as 


convincingly as he could. Mr. West offered a polite smile of 
condolence 


as Damian squatted down to Jacob’s eye level to explain the 
turtle’s 


whereabouts. He had to start here if he was going to 
convince his class of 


twenty once again that he wasn’t a murderer, even if he 
couldn't 


convince himself. 


SAM flipped the sign on the front door of his store from 
“Closed” to 


“Open.” Open. He liked the sound of that. After purchasing 
the pet store 


from Douglas Simms last week, Sam had been working night 
and day to 


clean out the store, organize things his own way, and set up 
an actual 


computer system in the store to replace Simms’s outdated 
pen-and- 


notebook filing system. He had never seen more 1.0.U.s in 
his life and 


couldn’t imagine what people in this town needed at a pet 
store so badly 


that they couldn’t wait until payday for it. He chose to 
believe they all 


just took really good care of their pets. 
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“Hey buddy,” he said to the golden retriever that sidled up 
to his 


side and licked the palm of his hand. “You ready to impress 
the locals?” 


he asked sincerely. The dog barked back in the affirmative. 


With one last pat to the dog’s head, Sam stepped out of the 
store 


and into the morning sunlight. He breathed in the air of 
opportunity and 


smiled. He was so happy, finally owning a pet store of his 
own in a town 


he would hopefully soon call his own. He had bought a 
house ata 


fantastic price just one month ago from a sweet old lady. It 
was a 


beautiful two-story colonial with three bedrooms, two baths, 
and an 


enormous backyard. The most beautiful part, though, was 
the freedom; 


Sam had finally moved out of his mother’s house and into 
his own 


approximately twenty-five hundred miles away. He loved the 
woman, 


but this space was exactly what they needed, or at least 
exactly what Sam 


needed. He was ready to be his own man with no 
restrictions and no 


judgments. He had the money for it; now he had the plan as 
well. 


He looked up again at the big “Grand Opening” sign flapping 
in the 


wind over his storefront. Simms told him the pet store was 
in high 


demand in this area, and it didn’t take much convincing for 
Sam to buy 


the property off him. Sam loved animals, but he couldn’t 
handle the sight 


of blood; pet store automatically seemed like a better idea 
than 


veterinarian. His mother was a veterinarian. He preferred 
not to follow in 


her footsteps. They already differed in opinion on a lot of 
things: she was 


a devout Mormon, and he was openly gay. He couldn’t 
imagine having 


to compare notes on their careers as well. The pet store was 
definitely the 


way to go. Now he just had to wait for customers. 


BETWEEN the store’s opening and four o’clock, Sam had 
approximately 


five customers. Many of them seemed more interested in 
the new shop 


owner than the shop’s products, but he kept a smile on his 
face anda 


kind word on his tongue. The people of Essex were definitely 
a nosy 


bunch. He did sell a goldfish to a little girl’s dad, which, in 
Sam’s eyes, 


made the first day a success. 


A little after four, the bell above the front door rang again. 
Sam 


heard it from the back of the store and tried to call out in his 
loudest 


voice possible, “lIl be right out!” He came out of the back 
with thick 


blue gloves on his hands, trying not to drip fish-tank water 
onto the 


store’s tiled floor. Stopping at the sink near the fish tanks, 
Sam dropped 


his gloves into the basin and washed his hands quickly to 
avoid a messy 
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situation with the customer. He then hurried to the front and 
stopped 


dead in his tracks when he saw the most beautiful man he 
had ever seen 


browsing a shelf of pet food. Sam tried to swallow and get 
saliva back 


into his dried-up mouth, but with his jaw dropped open, he 
thought that 


might be an impossible task. 


The man had hair the color of a fine piece of mahogany 
furniture; it 


shined the same too. He was probably six feet tall, only a 
little shorter 


than Sam’s six-three frame. He had a slender build but 
strong-looking 


Shoulders and was wearing a button-down shirt and tie. 
Through the 


white shirt, Sam could see cords of muscle spreading across 
his back. He 


looked tense, though, his shoulders stiffened up toward his 
ears. God, 


Sam would love to massage those muscles into putty if he 
could get his 


hands on this man. 


His cock jumped at the thought. Goddamn. He really needed 
to talk 


himself down before he jumped this stranger right in the 
front of his 


store. Breathing again, Sam began to walk toward the 
customer. The man 


turned around upon hearing Sam’s approach. His face was 
definitely 


chiseled by the gods: nice high cheekbones, luscious, pouty 
lips, and 


eyes the color of emeralds. He also looked beautifully 
miserable, as 


though someone had just kicked his puppy. 
The man looked up at Sam. “Hey,” he said with a twinge of 
sadness in his voice. “Have you seen Doug?” 


Sam smiled. Ah, one person in town who isn’t just here to 
spy on 


the new guy. “Malibu, | think,” he responded casually. The 
man’s 


reaction was everything he had hoped for. 
“Whatever for?” the man asked incredulously. 


“He retired last week. Said he practically made enough 
money 


from one guy in this town to retire early. That was one of his 
big selling 


points when he sold the shop to me.” He smiled at the 
customer even as 


the man’s sad, faraway look turned even sourer. 


“Is that so? Must be nice.” He tugged at his stifling collar. 
“And 


who are you?” 


Sam smiled again and offered his hand. “Sam Barker. I’m 
the new 


owner of this establishment.” 


“Barker? Are you for real?” he scoffed. 


Sam couldn’t decide anymore if he was attracted to this guy 
or if he 


thought he was a dick. “Must have been fate for me to own 
a pet shop, 


huh? That’s why | called the place Barkers.” 
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“Huh. It wasn’t always called Barkers?” 


Sam laughed. “You don’t come in here that often, do you?” 
He 


didn’t know why, but that felt like a pick-up line. 


It was the man’s turn to laugh. He had a sexy, full laugh, 
one that 


would make people stare from a mile away with dirty 
intentions. “l 


practically live in this place.” 


“Oh yeah?” Sam was starting to like the guy again. “What’s 
your 


name?” 
“Damian Coletti.” 


“So, you a big animal lover, Damian Coletti?” Sam flashed 
his 


award-winning smile again, big teeth and all. He had been 
known to snag 


a guy or twenty from across a crowded room with that 
smile. He caught 


a quick blush on Damian’s cheeks and knew instantly that 
he had him on 


his line too. 


“More like an animal murderer. Ugh.” Damian put his head 
in his 


hands. Sam was not expecting that. “I’m the guy who’s 
going to help 


you retire early,” he said through his fingers. 
Sam tried not to laugh. “Now why is that, Damian?” 


“Animals seem to have a short life span when they’re in my 
care. 


I’ve lost count of how many animals have outright died or 
run away or 


just disappeared. I’m sure Doug has it all on one of his lists. 
It’s like a 


murderer’s hit list, that thing. God, | don’t know why | keep 
doing this to 


myself.” 


Sam was wondering the same thing. “Why do you keep 
doing this 


to yourself? And to those poor animals.” 


“My kids just love them so much, and I love my kids. | can’t 
say no 


to them. | know that’s probably a bad thing, but if you’ve 
ever looked 


into a child’s face and told them their beloved pet is dead, 
how can you 


tell them you won’t replace it so they can go on loving 
something else?” 


Damn, he has kids? He could have sworn the guy was gay. 
At 


least, he hoped he was. Sam looked for a wedding ring. Not 
married. He 


shook his head. He could be divorced. Or living ina 
committed 


relationship with his gay partner and their three adopted 
children. Sam 


frowned, but tried to shake it off to address Damian politely. 
“Į see this 


all the time, Damian. It’s understandable. Dads can never 
say no to their 


kids when it comes to animals. It’s the easiest way to love 
someone, by 


showing him or her how to love something else. You just 
have to put 
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your foot down eventually. | mean, they are your kids, so 
they have to 


live by yourrules, and if these rules will help prevent more 
animal 


deaths, I think they can learn to live with it.” 


“Yeah, but no dad has ever had to say no to twenty adorable 
faces 


at the same time,” Damian pouted. 


Sam wanted to catch that pout between his teeth. But—oh! 
“Wait, 


twenty?” He looked Damian up and down. The guy couldn’t 
even be out 


of his twenties. Which meant.... “You’ve, uh, you’ve been 
busy. Or is 


there like an octomom situation going on here... three 
times?” 


Damian looked at Sam with a puzzled expression on his 
face. Then 


he let out that intoxicating laugh again. “Oh God, what must 
you be 


thinking?” He wiped the tears from his eyes, tears from 
laughter, not 


sadness. “I’m an elementary school teacher. Over at 
Northshore Public. | 


have twenty five- and six-year-olds who must be appeased. 
None of them 


actually belong to me.” He kept laughing. “Shit. The look on 
your face.” 


“Oh. Oh! You’re ‘Gay School Teacher’!” 


“What?!” Damian shouted in surprise, then blushed a deep 
red. 


Sam shrugged. “Doug mentioned you and your luck with 
pets, of 


course, but he only mentioned you by ‘Gay School 


1 


Teacher’. 


“Well, that /s on my birth certificate.” Damian shook his 
head 


angrily. 


Sam took a step closer. “So, you don’t have any children?” 
he 


asked with sincere interest. 
“Nope, none of my own.” 


Sam smiled. God, Damian was cute. He didn’t seem to know 
how 


cute he was, either. Sam was falling already. What a bad 
idea. Move to 


town, open a business, fall in love with the first hot piece of 
ass that 


walks into your store. He was going to have to continuously 
remind 


himself of the animal genocide this guy was apparently 
responsible for. 


“So, what brings you into my establishment today?” 


Damian looked sheepish. “It’s not obvious?” Sam shrugged. 
“Doug 


and | sort of had this understanding. I’m not so sure you’re 
going to let 


me buy anything now that you know my track record.” 


“Well, | don’t know your full track record yet since | haven’t 
found 


Simms'’s tally on you, but you’re not really recommending 
yourself to 


me as a good potential pet owner.” 
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“Listen, Sam, | really need a pet. | made a deal with a five- 
year-old 


girl to not rat me out to the class crybaby, and | have to 
make good on it 


by bringing a new pet to class for tomorrow. She gets to 
take it home this 


weekend to take care of it. If | don‘t have this pet for her, 
she'll probably 


leave a horse head in my bed tomorrow night.” 
Sam laughed. “Are you sure this isn’t why all your pets keep 
dying? All that movement....” 


“Do you really think?” Damian looked shocked and 
disgusted. “Oh 


my God!” 


“No, no, it’s probably mostly okay, but, uh, just in case, | 
would 


recommend that next year, when you get your new class, 
you implement 


a new policy where the pet only goes home with you on 
weekends.” 


“With me? Like it would be any safer in my hands.” 


“It’s not like you’re tossing gerbils out of car windows. 
Unless you 


are....” Damian shook his head emphatically. “Well, then, 
you're fine. 


You're not killing the little guys on purpose. You just have to 
be more 


careful of how you take care of them. For example, who did 
you lose 


most recently?” 


“Freddy the turtle.” 


“Ah, turtle. Man’s best friend.” He chuckled. “There are a lot 
of 


reasons a turtle could have died. You probably thought you 
were giving 


him everything he needed, but turtles really aren’t that easy 
to take care 


of. He needed fresh water, not from a tap but from an actual 
water 


source. And turtles don’t just eat lettuce. There’s a whole 
spectrum of 


foods they enjoy and need to keep healthy.” Damian was 
listening to 


Sam’s speech with a frown and one hand on his hip. He 
looked like a 


teenage girl about to bitch-slap her boyfriend. “What?” Sam 
asked. 


Damian rolled his eyes. “Do you really think | didn’t read 
anything 


and everything on turtle care before bringing Freddy into 
the classroom 


after killing off dozens of pets before him?” 
“Dozens?” 


“Never mind that. He had the best water | could get from 
the 


woods behind the school, which | changed for him every 
three days. | 


bought turtle food and turtle treats and anything that book 
on turtles” — 


he pointed to a book on a shelf across the room— “told me 
to buy. We 


sang to him and read to him daily. We gave him exercise 
and 


companionship. And he just fucking up and died on us 
anyway.” 
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Damian looked like he was on the verge of tears. Sam 
couldn’t help 


himself. Damian was like a shivering little kitten, forlorn and 
pathetic 


because someone had left him behind. Sam approached 
carefully and 


wrapped an arm around Damian’s tense shoulders. His 
Slight height 


advantage gave him the benefit of fitting the other man’s 
head right into 


the crux of his shoulder. Damian leaned there and breathed 
deeply. Sam 


took the opportunity to inhale the musky, manly, delicious 
scent of the 


gorgeous schoolteacher. He had to shake himself mentally 
back into the 


present. Damian wasn’t crying, but he wasn’t okay either. 
“It’s okay, 


Damian. Pets die. It happens. People die too, and it’s not 
always because 


someone killed them. You’re not a murderer. You just don’t 
have good 


luck with these guys. But I’m here to help!” Damian looked 
up at Sam 


from the comfort of his arms. His emerald eyes held a hint 
of hope and 


just a little bit of something ineffable. “I love animals so 
much that | am 


willing to help you and keep an eye on your next class pet. 
l'II walk you 


through exceptional care, and l'Il even come to your class to 
teach them 


about proper care of their new pet.” 
“Kind of like you’re my show and tell?” 


Sam laughed. “Yeah, | guess so. You can show me off to your 
little 


brats, and l'II tell them all about the wide world of animal 
care. Does that 


sound like a good plan?” 


Damian extricated himself from Sam’s hold to get a better 
look at 


the man and show off his own dazzling smile. “Yeah, that 
sounds 


perfect.” 


God, that smile. Sam watched as Damian licked his lips and 
smiled 


again. He couldn’t keep his eyes off of those luscious, full 
pink lips and 


that adorable tongue darting out to wet them. He wanted to 
taste them so 


bad he found himself leaning in. When Damian bit his 
bottom lip again, 


Sam had to lick his own lips. Nothing spoke volumes of 
sensuality and 


nervousness at the same time like the way Damian played 
with his lips. 


With his mouth only an inch away from Damian’s, Sam 
asked, “What 


are you in the market for today?” 


He could tell how shaken—and aroused—Damian was by his 
bold 


advance by the stutter in his voice. “A, um, a snake?” he 
said almost 


timidly. 


“Oh shit.” Sam could barely suppress a laugh. He grabbed 


Damian’s hand and placed it over his rock-hard dick. “Like 
this?” he 


asked seductively. 
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Damian's fingers flexed slightly into the contact. He didn’t 
pull 


away. Before Sam could press his lips roughly against 
Damian's, he 


heard the man whisper, “No, an—an actual snake. Maria 
requested | buy 


a snake next.” 


Sam burst out laughing and backed away from a panting, 
rattled 


Damian. “You have got to be kidding me. You’ve got a five- 
year-old 


little girl who wants a snake as a class pet?” He adjusted his 
cock 


through his khakis as obviously as possible, letting Damian 
know what 


he just missed out on. Damian watched Sam’s hand and 
wetted his lips 


again. Sam almost leapt onto him. 


“We've had snakes before.” He shrugged. “Tragic endings, 
of 


course.” 


“Of course.” Sam shook his head. “Okay, | have two snakes 
in the 


reptile area right now. Let’s go pick what you want and see 
if we can 


figure out a way to keep this one alive.” 


OH. My. God. Did he seriously just have his hand on another 
man’s... in 


the middle of a pet store? In the middle of that man’s pet 
store? That was 


hot, but... how unprofessional. / don’t even know this guy. 
Now he was 


Shopping for a snake. Talk about ridiculous euphemisms. 


“Okay, so we have a big one and a little one. I‘m assuming 
that you 


might prefer a big one.” 


“Yeah, big one is good.” He was talking about snakes still, 
right? 


“Oh shit, no. Small one. | don’t want something that can eat 
my kids.” 


Sam laughed and bumped Damian jovially with his hip. He 
looked up 


into the devilish chocolate-brown eyes of Sam Barker, pet 
shop owner 


and unabashed flirt. Damian was definitely an out-and- 
proud gay man 


with the full support of his school system, but he wasn’t 
quite ready for 


such a public display of interest from a man he had just 
met. He’d felt 


the big snake Sam was alluding to, and though it brought 
him to full 


attention as well, Damian wasn’t sure what should happen 
next, if 


anything. Sam was gorgeous, though; exactly the type of 
man Damian 


went for: tall, muscular, dark hair, dark eyes, and a pair of 
incredibly 


nerdy yet sexy glasses. Damian shook himself out of his 
reverie to pay 


attention to the storeowner again. Sam pointed at the two 
terrariums 


against the wall, and Damian followed with his eyes. He 
nearly jumped 


backward when he saw the giant ball python resting 
comfortably in its 
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huge tank. “I definitely don’t want that one.” He couldn’t 
help but think 


of Sam’s cock again and blushed. He heard Sam chuckle. 
Biting his 


bottom lip, he looked over at the smaller albino king snake 
in the next 


terrarium. “He’s cute.” 


Sam laughed again. “Very cute. Pretty easy to take care of 
too. 


And, with a lot of love, he’ll be a pretty nice companion. He 
and | have 


had a good relationship here so far. Unless you don’t feed 
him or you 


taunt him, he’s not likely to bite. He’s also a lazy fella, so 
he’s probably 


not going to try to escape or run away, and if he does, he 
won't move too 


quickly unless he’s hunting.” 
“Though | am sure there’s at least one former gerbil of mine 


wandering the halls of Northshore Public for him to hunt, | 
doubt | have 


to worry.” Damian eyed the white snake with the pink eyes 
once more. 


“Maria is going to love this guy’s eyes. She’s a fan of all 
things pink.” 


“They’re gonna name him Pinky, aren’t they?” 


“God, | hope so. | don’t think | can explain to first graders 
why 


Whitey is a terribly inappropriate name.” Sam stuck his 
tongue out like a 


little kid. It took all of Damian’s strength not to try to catch 
it with his 


own. “Okay, so, what do | need to make Pinky’s life a long 
and 


successful one?” 


The two men walked over to the nearby shelf with an 
excessive 


amount of animal habitat accessories. “We have this snake 
starter kit 


here with all of the habitat essentials a snake could want. lIl 
also grab 


you a bag of frozen mice from the back, and you can come 
back any time 


to buy some more. Or to buy some live ones. The kids in 
your class will 


probably love to watch the hunt. But be careful you don’t let 
them feed 


him too much. One mouse is plenty for this guy, and you 
only need to 


feed him two to three times a week until he becomes an 
adult. He’s stilla 


baby. Oh, and you'll definitely need a good-sized terrarium.” 
Sam 


walked over to the shelf of glass cases and started to take 
one down 


when Damian seized his arm to stop him. Sam spun around 
quickly, 


bringing him inches from Damian’s face. Damian could feel 
the smile 


more than he could see it. 


“L uh, don’t, uh, need a terrarium.” There was that damn 
stutter 


again. He hoped Sam found it adorable and not annoying. 
“Pet killer, 


remember? I’m pretty sure | have every possible habitat 
known to man 


hidden somewhere in my home or in my classroom.” 
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“Well, since your pets have the uncanny ability to die off 


suddenly”—Sam smirked at Damian’s gasp—“I should 
probably take a 


look at your terrariums and make sure they’re up to code 
and not filled 


with some sort of snake poison. You have some at your 
house, you say?” 


“Yeah, my apartment. | think so. The classroom too.” 


“Well, great. | can close up shop early, since you’re probably 
my 


last customer today anyway, and we can head over to your 
school to 


inspect your terrariums. Otherwise, we can check out the 
ones at your 


apartment, see if those meet my specs. If | approve, we can 
come back 


here and pick up Pinky and his mice. Then we can bring him 
straight to 


school. It’s better if he stays in one place for a few days to 
get 


accustomed to his new home.” 


Damian was still stuck back a few sentences. “Did you just 
invite 


yourself to my apartment?” 

“I believe | did.” Sam’s devilish smirk popped up again, and 
Damian nearly swooned. Now this, he could get used to. 
“But oh, crap, what about Maria?” 


“I doubt she'll be allowed to come to your apartment so late 
at 


night to hang out with two gay men. But maybe in thirteen 
years, if she 


has no friends of her own, she can come over and watch 
Monday night 


football with us.” 


Damian laughed this time. “No, | meant because she wants 
to take 


him home this weekend. | guess she could always take 
home a live 


dinner mouse instead. She‘s the type of kid who might enjoy 
fattening a 


mouse up for the slaughter. Wait! Uh.... Um.... You....” Once 
again, he 


heard Sam’s sentence too late. 
Sam laughed. The bouncing ball of Damian’s stream of 
consciousness mind was utterly endearing. “Yes?” 


“You, uh, planning that far into the future? Thirteen years 
from 


NOwW.... 


“If | get what | want, then yeah.” Without any more 
hesitation, Sam 


had Damian pressed up against the terrarium boxes. 


“What is it you want?” Damian bit his lower lip. It was a 
nervous 


habit he just couldn’t seem to rid himself of. That and the 
stutter. When 


Sam bent down and bit his lip too, he finally realized why he 
shouldn’t 


get rid of it. 
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“I’ve been wanting to do that for an hour now,” said Sam, 
his lips 


still only a breath from Damian’s. “So, you don’t have any 
children, 


you’re not married, but you’re nervous about me spending 
the next 


thirteen years with you in your apartment. Do you have a 
boyfriend, 


Damian? Please say no.” 
“No, no boyfriend.” 
“Good. And you’re definitely gay.” 


“Super gay.” Damian ground his hips forward into Sam’s to 
prove 


it by the bulge in his pants. 


With one last smirk, Sam pounced, crushing his lips into 
Damian’s 


with a force that almost knocked them both backward into 
the terrariums. 


The two men battled for dominance with their tongues and 
bodies. 


Damian dragged his hands down Sam’s sides, making the 
other man 


tremble with delight. He loved the feel of the strong muscles 
that built the 


man from the neck down to his calves. When Damian’s 
hands made it to 


hip level and he began to reach around to stroke Sam’s 
perfectly sculpted 


ass, he felt a familiar wet sensation on his hand and 
jumped. He felt it 


again. He looked down into the black eyes of a large golden 
retriever. 


“Holy shit!” he exclaimed. He shouldn’t have been afraid of 
the 


dog, but he still jumped sideways away from both Sam and 
the furry 


animal. Sam bent down to pet the dog behind the ears. 
“Shouldn't he be 


in a cage or something? How did he get out?” 


Sam laughed and adjusted his cock in his pants again with 
his other 


hand. “Max here doesn’t live in a cage. He’s my dog. Not for 
sale.” 


“He’s your dog? You just let him wander the store.” 


“Yep.” Sam rubbed the beast’s head again. “I’m actually 
Surprised 


he didn’t come investigate us sooner. He’s a pretty loyal 
pup, but 


sometimes he can’t take a hint.” Max let out a bark. “And 
right now, | 


think he’s saying we should probably get a move on if you 
want this 


snake any time soon,” Sam said with a wink. 


Damian shook his head but smiled with glee. “Right. Okay. 
Let’s, 


um, go to my classroom, | guess.” 
“That’s the spirit! C'mon Max, we're going for a ride!” 


THE classroom was a bust. Sam disapproved of all of the 
terrariums, 


including Freddy’s old habitat. Damian prayed they would 
find 
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something better in his apartment. He knew he had at least 
two 


terrariums in there somewhere. There had to be a Suitable 
one! He truly 


wanted to please the handsome animal lover, and it sort of 
scared him 


how much. He had just met the guy only a few hours ago, 
and already he 


wanted to know what it would be like to get his approval for 
every little 


thing. He also wondered what it would be like to wake up 
next to him. 


For the next thirteen plus years. 


There was something about the way Sam talked about 
animals. 


While Damian regaled him with stories of every Mr. Coletti 
pet mishap, 


he watched the sympathetic glimmer in Sam’s eyes. He 
always hada 


follow-up story too, explaining to Damian why certain 
animals didn’t 


make good classroom pets and why some of them were 
escape artists. 


Sam had his own experiences with every sort of pet in 
existence. 


Because his mom was a veterinarian, he had a connection 
to animals 


from a very young age. He easily fell in love with them and 
told a kind, 


loving story about every animal he ever encountered in his 
life. Damian 


was also enamored with the way Sam talked to and treated 
his dog, Max. 


The golden was a beautiful creature and was clearly well 
taken care of. 


He was also extremely well behaved. Max seemed to admire 
Sam like a 


human would, and that made Damian think about what a 
good person 


Sam must be overall. He must be a keeper. Damian really 
wanted to keep 


him. Was it too soon to think that? 


Both men pulled into Damian’s parking lot in their separate 
cars. Sam 


parked in a spot marked for visitors. As he began to say 
goodbye to Max, 


Damian called out, “Max can come with us. It’s a pet- 
friendly building.” 


“And they let you live here?” 


Damian punched Sam hard in the shoulder. “Shh, they don’t 
know 


about my evil Super power.” Damian couldn’t help but smile. 
“There’s a 


fenced-in area behind our complex for dogs if you just want 
to let him 


roam around outside for a little while.” 
“That sounds like a great idea. C’mon, boy!” 


Max bounded out of the car with his leash dangling off his 
neck and 


ran over to Damian. He leapt up and licked him in the face 
repeatedly. 


“Whoa, Max, | am not the one who called you. You do not 
want to 


love me. | am trouble for your kind.” 


Sam laughed on his approach. “You're afraid you’re going to 
kill 


my dog too?” 
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“It’s inevitable.” 


Sam shook his head. “You’ve killed rodents, reptiles, 
amphibians, 


and fish. That’s a far cry from shocking. People sell rodents 
all the time 


to parents who have to pretend like Fluffy is still alive.” 


“Oh God, don’t remind me about Fluffy.” Damian put his 
head in 


his hands for the twentieth time that day. 


Sam placed a comforting arm around Damian’s sagging 
shoulder. 


“And you have yet to kill a bird!” He tried another tactic. 
“You just had 


that one that flew away.” 
“I’m sure Birdo is probably dead by now.” 
“Yeah, probably.” Sam laughed and squeezed. “You are nota 


murderer, Damian, and you will not kill my dog. Max here is 
tough as 


nails, ain’t that right, boy?” Max barked his hearty bark 
again and wagged 


his tail. “Now let’s go get you fenced in so Damian can take 
me upstairs.” 


Damian gasped. “You make it sound seductive.” 
“You're not trying to seduce me?” 

“Not at the moment, no.” 

“But you will be?” 


Damian paused for a beat. “Maybe.” Damian couldn’t 
contain a 


giddy smile. He felt like a lovesick puppy. 


As soon as they entered Damian’s apartment, Sam flipped 
Damian 


around and slammed him up against the door. “Now?” He 
reached 


around them and locked the first deadbolt he could reach 
and then kept 


his hands firmly planted against the door on either side of 
Damian's 


head. Once again, Damian nervously bit his lip. “You have to 
stop doing 


that,” said Sam with a rasp in his voice. “I can’t be blamed 
for anything | 


do after | watch you do that.” He licked his own lips and 
leaned in to 


lightly kiss a waiting Damian. “Mmm.” He latched onto the 
side of 


Damian’s neck and left a trail of bites from his earlobe down 
to his 


shoulder blade. “You taste delicious. Like oranges and 
happiness.” 


“A little boy spit his juice at me today. | think he was pretty 
happy 


about it, so that’s probably what you’re tasting,” Damian 
said through 


heavy breaths. 


Sam smiled again and rested his forehead on Damian’s. 
“You are 


adorable. | am only slightly grossed out that you didn’t clean 
yourself up 


enough, but you’re adorable.” He went back in for another 
kiss, but 


Damian turned his head at the last minute. 
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“We should really find that terrarium.” He wiggled free from 


Sam’s clutches. “Sadly, I’m more afraid of a five-year-old 
girl’s anger 


than my penis’s.” He adjusted himself in his pants and 
turned away to go 


further into the tiny apartment. It was cluttered with arts 
and crafts 


projects, science books, children’s books, and a few muffin 
tins. “Made 


cupcakes for Lila’s birthday last week. | haven’t put 
anything away yet 


because Matt’s birthday is next week.” 
“Cute.” 


“Thanks. | think the terrariums are in the closet... in my 
bedroom.” 


“Oh?” Sam’s grin grew. 


“I’m really not seducing you. We need to get this done so 
you can 


give me your snake. Oh God, you know what I mean,” he 
responded 


quickly to Sam’s chuckle. “Here.” Standing on his tiptoes, 
Damian 


pulled a large tank down from the top shelf in his closet. 
“Check this one 


out while | grab the one on the floor.” 


Once he bent over, Sam grabbed his ass. Damian jumped 
and hit 


his head on some hanging clothes. “Sorry, couldn’t resist,” 
Sam said in 


mock apology. 


Sam inspected both tanks carefully after Damian retrieved 
them. 


Damian enjoyed watching the man focus so much careful 
attention on 


picking a good habitat for a snake that would probably die 
within the 


month. Damian melted when Sam bounced up with a huge 
smile on his 


face and a glimmer in his eyes. He tapped the bigger of the 
two tanks. 


“This one is perfect for Pinky. It has a nice little built-in dip 
that you can 


put water in, so it’s like he has his own little pond. | approve, 
Mr. 


Coletti.” 


“Thank goodness.” Damian ran his fingers through his hair 
and 


down the back of his neck. Sam quickly approached and ran 
his fingers 


through Damian’s hair too, then kissed him from temple to 
lips. “No. 


No,” Damian muttered through the assault on his lips. “That 
was not an 


invitation.” He tried not to laugh. He grabbed Sam’s hands 
and pushed 


him backward to hold him at bay. “I don’t normally do this 
with people | 


barely know.” 


“But shouldn’t you be rewarded for having a sufficient 
terrarium?” 


Sam shoved Damian backward onto his pristinely made 
queen-size bed. 


Damian scrambled up the bed until his back hit the wall. 
Sam 


followed, climbing up his body. He lifted the hem of 
Damian's shirt to 
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slide his hands up and under and stroke the firm body 
beneath. With a 


pant, Damian managed to say, “Do you know how many 
animals have 


probably died in that ‘sufficient terrarium’?” 


Sam laughed. “You sure know how to set the mood, Mr. 
Coletti. 


Now shut up and let me have my way with you.” He 
punctuated his 


demand with a rough kiss to Damian’s lips. “If | am going to 
entrust you 


with my snake later, it’s only fair you let me play with yours 
first.” 


Damian groaned, but whether it was a groan of pleasure or 
a groan 


at Sam’s terrible pun was forgotten as Sam adeptly undid 
the button and 


zipper on Damian’s pants. Both men sighed as Sam slid the 
khakis down 


to reveal Damian’s perfectly dark, long, rock-hard prick. 
“Mmm.” Sam 


moaned at the sight and thrust his tongue out to taste the 
tip as soon as it 


appeared. Damian’s hips bucked at the light touch. 


“Yes please,” he found himself saying. 


Sam didn’t need any more permission. In one quick 
movement, his 


hot, wet mouth surrounded Damian’s pulsing cock. He took 
every inch 


in until it hit the back of his throat; then he pulled his mouth 
upina 


tight, sucking drag, letting his tongue dance along its 
underside. Damian 


thrust up involuntarily as Sam swirled his tongue around the 
sensitive 


tip, forcing him back down as deep as he could go. With as 
best a smile 


as he could muster with his mouth full, Sam pushed down 
further, hands 


holding Damian's hips against the bed, and swallowed 
around the head 


of Damian’s cock this time as it nudged the back of his 
throat. 


“Fucking shit!” Damian screamed as he came immediately 


afterward, shooting hot seed down Sam's milking throat. 
Sam sucked 


every drop down happily. Upon releasing Damian’s spent 
dick, Sam 


licked the tip once more lightly, then crawled back up the 
bed to kiss 


Damian roughly again. Damian’s eyes were closed, and his 
mouth was 


open to intake necessary oxygen. “Your dog is barking,” he 
said as he 


struggled to force his eyes open and nodded his head 
toward the window. 


It was the only thing he could think to say that wouldn’t be 
“I love you. 


Never leave.” Sure enough, Max’s sharp bark could be 
heard from the 


first floor. 


“Shit. He’s usually so well behaved.” Sam forgot all about 
reveling 


in bliss and left Damian panting in the bedroom. 


With reluctance, Damian tore himself from bed and 
followed. 


“He’s probably just nervous that you haven’t come out yet 
and left him 
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in a strange yard. Maybe he thinks I’ve moved on from 
murdering pets to 


murdering pet store owners.” 


Sam laughed. “Well, the noises you made could indicate 
pleasure 


or pain equally.” He turned back to catch Damian in his arms 
and kiss 


him hard on the mouth again. Releasing him, he said, 
“Adorable. But | 


do have to go.” With one final kiss to the forehead, Sam let 
himself out 


of the apartment. 


Damian locked the door behind him and slumped to the 
ground. He 


hadn’t expected Freddy’s death to lead to anything more 
than another 


snicker from Doug Simms. Today had gone a lot better than 
its start 


predicted. 


DAMIAN arrived at work a little earlier than usual to set up 
the 


terrarium, only to remember that he didn’t even have the 
Snake yet. The 


pet store didn’t open until ten o’clock. He wasted so much 
time dicking 


around with Sam that he never got the guy to sell him the 
actual snake. 


He was starting to get nervous that looking at the 
terrariums was just 


Sam’s ploy to get into his bed, and that he wasn’t really 
planning on 


selling the snake to a renowned pet murderer. If Damian 
were in his 


position, he wouldn’t sell him any more pets either. Well, at 
least the 


terrarium looked like a nice place to house any new friend 
for his 


students. He just had to convince someone to sell him an 
animal. Maybe 


he could just catch a frog or a turtle in the woods behind the 
school. 


Damian shook his head. “Nice. Try to kill something that’s 
not even in 


captivity yet.” 
“Hey, Mr. C. Did you kill the new one already?” Kenny asked 


upon entering the classroom through the back door and 
seeing Damian 


staring at the empty terrarium. 


“No, not yet.” Oops. Why did he Say it like that? “I didn’t 
havea 


chance to buy a new one.” 


“My mom says she saw you in the pet store yesterday 
talking with 


Mr. Barker. She says you probably got a pretty good deal on 
a pet for 


us. 


Shit. Damian began to sweat a little, partially because 
Kenny’s 


mom had probably seen something she shouldn’t have, 
partially because 


he was reminded of his brief interlude with Sam from 
yesterday. “Did 


she really say that?” 
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Kenny nodded. “Yep. She also told me that there’s nothing 
wrong 


with what you were doing as long as you weren't trying to 
get a discount 


on our new pet.” Relief and panic flew through Damian at 
the same time, 


turning his stomach into knots. While shoving his coat and 
lunch box into 


his cubby, Kenny turned to ask, “Is Mr. Barker your new gay 
lover?” 


“Holy shit.” Damian couldn’t stop that one from escaping. 
Who 


was my “old” gay lover? he wanted to ask, but thought 
better of it. 


Kenny giggled, finally sounding like a six-year-old should. 
Then he 


shrugged while grabbing some putty off the shelf next to his 
desk. “Mom 


says he’s a Moron and that he moved here from Utah to 
escape 


Moronism.” 
“Mormonism?” Damian laughed at Kenny’s malapropism. 


“Oh, maybe.” Kenny shrugged. “Anyway, Mom says he had 
to run 


away from the Morons because Morons can’t be gay.” 
Damian blinked a 


few times to try to focus on this conversation coming from 
such a tiny 


person. The kid knew more about the guy who had sucked 
his dick than 


he did. “She says we all have homosexual tendencies, but 
only some of 


us wind up acting on them. She also says people who judge 
you for who 


you love are... dumb-witted? Something like that.” Kenny 
went back to 


his putty, leaving Damian with his mouth hanging open. 
“When do we 


get our pet, Mr. C?” he asked casually. 


“I, uh, soon.” Damian sputtered out. This kid was like a fifty- 
year- 


old man trapped in a child’s body. Kenny needed another 
lesson in 


manners, though Damian was sure his parents had their 
own thoughts on 


what constituted appropriate behavior and language. The 
whole Davis 


family could probably use a lesson on manners. Before he 
could discuss 


anything further with Kenny, another bright face popped 
into the 


classroom. 


“Hi, Mr. Coletti! Where’s my snake!?” Maria bounced over to 
the 


terrarium and tried to peer in through the glass. 


“He’s not here yet, Maria.” Damian braced himself for her 
reaction. 


She snapped around, fire in her eyes. There was nothing 
more 


terrifying than a five-year-old scorned. “Buh-uh-uht, how am 
| supposed 


to take a snake home today if there’s no snake to take 
home?” She stuck 


her hand on her hip and pouted angrily. 


“You might have to take him home next weekend. | just 
want to 


find the perfect snake for you all.” 
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“Why?” she asked with a scrunched-up face. “It’ll probably 
just die 


in a week anyway. You should adopt a sickly snake that we 
can love 


until it dies.” 


Holy crap. Did he teach his kids these things? Damian ran 
his 


hands though his hair. He apparently had a classroom full of 
twenty 


adults. 


“I’m Spiderman!” another little boy wearing red and blue 
shouted 


while running into the room, pretending to shoot webs from 
his wrists in 


all directions. 
Okay, so maybe nineteen little adults. 


“What’s our mission today, Mr. Coletti?” Spiderman asked. 
“Are 


we fighting crime and saving the town?” 


“Very likely,” Damian responded. “But first, | think we’re 
playing 


the Manners Game.” 


“Oh yay!” Maria squealed. “l'Il go get the dining room table 
set 


up!” She ran over to the big wooden table set up in the far 
corner of the 


classroom and began placing plates and napkins at all of the 
seats. 


“Oh how passib a-dressib, Mr. C.” said Kenny with an eye roll 
while putting the putty away to go help Maria set the table. 


Damian laughed. “You got me, Kenny. Mr. C. is pretty passib 
a- 


dressib.” He couldn’t hold in his laughter at his little 
psychologist’s 


mispronunciation. “Maybe we can sing the Spelling Song 
afterward.” 


“Yeah!” a chorus of little voices shouted across the 
classroom. 


Damian laughed again and shook his head. “Love my job.” 


THE morning went well. They played the Manners Game, 
sang the 


Spelling Song—though they never spelled the words passive 
or 


aggressive—and made snakes out of pipe cleaners. While 
they were 


cleaning up all the arts and crafts supplies, Damian was 
startled once 


again by Kenny’s loud voice. 


“Hey, Mr. C, your boyfriend’s here!” he shouted from the 
front of 


the classroom. A dozen “Ooooh”s erupted from the 
classroom. 


“He’s not my—” Damian caught himself, actually absorbed 


Kenny’s words, and looked up from the pipe cleaner box to 
see the 


gorgeous pet store owner standing just inside the classroom 
door with a 


few boxes under his arms. “Oh God,” he muttered. Damian 
shoved the 
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box onto the shelf and hurried to greet his guest. He put out 
one shaking 


hand and nearly melted into Sam’s body at the spark he felt 
in the return 


handshake. Think non-sexy thoughts, Damian, he scolded 
himself. “What 


are you doing here?” he asked while eyeing the boxes. 


“Special delivery for Northshore Public Elementary 
classroom 


113!” Sam said in his most enthusiastic voice. 


“Yay!” erupted from twenty little mouths around the room. 
All 


cleaning projects were left behind as they all ran up front 
and surrounded 


Sam and Damian, jumping up and down and whooping with 
glee. 


Damian laughed, but still feared for his and Sam’s safety in 
the 


herd. He cleared his throat and announced, “Everyone finish 
cleaning up, 


then meet us at the show and tell mat! Mr. Barker has a 
special surprise 


presentation for us.” He turned to Sam, mouthed “Hi,” and 
received a 


dazzling grin in return. Melting. 


They didn’t need to be told twice. Every first grader in 
classroom 


113 finished cleaning, then ran over to the red-yellow-and- 
blue puzzle 


mat and plopped their butts into a seated cluster. Some kids 
squished 


forward toward the chair at the head of the mat so they 
could be as close 


to the action as possible. Maria had a grip on one of the 
chair legs to 


secure her location. 


“Back up, back up,” Damian directed. He brushed a few 
hands 


away from grabbing Sam’s ankles. directed Sam to sit down, 
and took 


one of the boxes. “So, who knows who Mr. Barker is?” 
Damian asked 


his excited class. A dozen hands shot up. “Jacob?” He called 
on the little 


boy whose arm was flailing the wildest. A couple of kids 
pouted because 


they didn’t get called on. 
“New. Pet Store. Owner,” he said through gasps. Kid would 
probably need an asthma inhaler when he got older. 


“That’s right!” Damian turned to the side. “Kenny, put your 
hand 


down. He’s not my boyfriend.” All the kids laughed at this. 
Damian 


heard Sam laugh too, and he blushed. 


“He’s Here. To. Replace. Freddy?” asked Jacob. 


“That’s right!” Damian tried to make it sound like a good 
thing 


rather than give the kids a moment to remember they had 
just lost Freddy 


yesterday. 


“My snake!” Maria clapped her hands together 
enthusiastically. 


“Maria, Manners Game,” Damian reminded. 
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“Our snake,” Maria corrected herself sheepishly. “Can we 
see it, 


Mr. Barker?” 


Sam smiled his dazzling smile. “Absolutely, Maria. That’s 
why I’m 


here.” Maria’s eyes widened when he used her name, as 
though she 


didn’t expect him to remember it from one second earlier. 
Sam opened 


the top of the box in his lap and lifted out the snake. “Ooh”s 
and “Ah”s 


rang through the classroom. One “Eek” came from a 
particularly 


squeamish little girl. Damian took a seat next to her and let 
her grip him 


by the bicep. Sam smiled at this exchange. “I’m also going 
to teach you a 


little about proper care of our new friend here.” 
“So Mr. C. doesn’t kill this one?” Kenny asked with a giggle. 


“Exactly,” Sam responded without a beat. “So Mr. C doesn’t 
kill 


this one.” He winked at Damian. Sam held the snake up and 
out so all 


the kids could see it. A few little hands reached forward to 
try to pet the 


snake. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, guys.” Sam pulled the snake 
back a little bit. 


“You can definitely pet him, but you have to take turns, and 
there’s a 


special way to pet snakes so we don’t hurt them and their 
scaly bodies. 


Maybe we can take turns petting him right before we put 
him in his new 


home. Does that sound okay?” 
“Yeeeeaaaaaah!” 
“Perfect.” Sam grinned. “So, your new pet here is an albino 


California king snake. He is only one year old, which means 
he’s still a 


baby, so you have to treat him with a lot of care and 
kindness.” The first 


graders nodded in easy agreement. “He will definitely get 
bigger than 


this, and he can live about twenty-three years. Yes, Kenny, 
as long as 


Mr. C doesn’t kill him before then.” 


“Hilarious,” Damian muttered. His little friend gripped him 
tighter. 


“Does anyone know what snakes eat?” Sam asked the class. 


Damian couldn’t help but smile. Even the little girl attached 
to his arm 


had her other hand flailing in the air to answer the question. 
Sam was a 


natural around little kids. That was a hugely important thing 
Damian 


looked for in a man because of his daily routine. He needed 
someone 


who loved them as much as he did, who understood all the 
work he 


happily did for his classes. He caught Sam’s glittering eyes. 
Yep, he was 


falling for the man. 


SAM looked up and stuttered in his speech as he saw the 
dreamy look on 
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Damian’s beaming face. He was smiling that brilliant, 
perfect smile 


again, and his eyes were burning with a little something 
extra. Sam took 


a deep breath and forced himself to look away from the 
picturesque view 


of Damian Coletti. “How about you? Spiderman?” He pointed 
at a little 


boy dressed all in blue and red, clearly pretending to be 
Spiderman for 


the day. 


“Mice!” Spiderman shouted while shooting fake webs at 
Sam. The 


class laughed and a few kids said “Ew!” or “Aw!” or “Cool!” 
Damian 


said his class had had snakes before, so Sam was sure they 
couldn’t be 


too upset about the snake’s choice of food. At least they 
already knew 


about it. 


“Did you bring mouses for us to feed our snake?“ Maria 
asked 


while trying to peek into the box on Sam’s lap to look for the 
mice. 


“Į actually just fed him this morning so he wouldn’t be 
hungry 


enough to bite all your little fingers off,” he said somewhat 
jokingly. 


“Awwwww,” erupted the group. 


“However....” Sam smirked. “I have a huge favor to ask of 
Maria.” 


“Oh yes yes yes!” she shouted. “Anything!” 


“I told Mr. Coletti it would be best if we let this guy”—he 
held up 


the snake—“stay in your classroom for the weekend so he 
can get used 


to his new home and his new surroundings.” Maria pouted, 
and Sam 


laughed. “But... he’s going to want some food on Monday. | 
only gave 


him a thawed-out mouse for breakfast today, but | thought 
maybe, asa 


special treat, you would all give him a real, live mouse for 
lunch on 


Monday!” 
“Whoa!” the kids shouted excitedly. 


“So, Maria, are you ready for your special job?” 


“Oh yes, Mr. Barker, yes!” She was standing up, ready to 
pounce 


on her mission. 


“Mr. Coletti, can | have that other box?” Damian had 
forgotten all 


about it. He peeled Emily off his arm so he could hand the 
light box 


over. Sam gave Damian the snake to place in the terrarium 
and then 


carefully opened the new box. He held it over toward Maria 
and tipped it 


a little so she could peek inside. 

“Oh! It’s a little white mouse!” she explained to her curious 
classmates. 
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“Mr. Coletti and | know how excited you were to take the 
snake 


home this weekend, but we were wondering if you could 
take this little 


guy here instead—” 


“Yep,” she said before he could finish. She peeked at the 
sacrificial 


mouse again with a devilish look in her eye. Sam could 
practically hear 


the mouse gulp. 


“And keep him alive and healthy...,” Sam exaggerated, 
“until 


Monday so we can feed him to Pinky... | mean, the snake.” 


“Is his name Pinky?” Maria asked, ignoring her prey for a 
second. 


“No, that’s just a nickname. You all can call him whatever 
you 


want,” said Sam. 


“/ like it. Can we call him Pinky, Mr. C?” She turned around to 
ask 


Damian. 


“That’s up to the whole class,” said Damian. “What do you 
all 


think?” he asked his class. “Should our new snake be named 
Pinky 


because of his big, pink eyes?” he asked while framing his 
own big 


emerald eyes with his hands. The class followed suit, anda 
few kids 


made hissing noises. Sam laughed at how adorable Damian 
and the first 


graders were. “All in favor of Pinky, raise your hands!” 


The whole class raised their hands. Maria raised both her 
hands and 


reached toward the ceiling. 
“Pinky it is!” Damian declared. 


The eruption of cheers in classroom 113 would have made 
any 


outsider think Damian had just declared they were all going 
to Disney 


World. Sam smiled again at the adorable enthusiasm of 
Damian’s class. 


Everything Damian said and did made Sam want to go back 
to last night 


in Damian’s apartment to finish what they had started. For 
now, he had 


to settle for brief glimpses into those beautiful green eyes. 
“What are we going to name the mouse?” Jacob asked. 


Kenny rolled his eyes at his classmate. “You can’t name the 
mouse, 


Jacob! He’s snake food, not a pet. We can’t get attached to 
him. That 


would be massive kid-sick.” He waved his arms around for 
emphasis. 


“What?” Sam mouthed to Damian, who responded with a 


whispered “ Masochistic.” 


“Oh. My. God.” 
“I know. Cute, right?” 
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THE bell above the front door rang again. Sam heard it and 
instantly 


smiled. After leaving the elementary school, about thirty 
customers came 


by the store shopping for pets and random pet supplies. 
Sam suspected a 


few of the browsers were still there to spy on him for the 
town’s gossip, 


but all in all, he made some legitimate sales during the 
afternoon. He had 


already turned the storefront sign into the “Closed” position, 
and the 


bell’s ring was a harbinger of a happily anticipated guest. 
Waving a 


quick goodbye to the fish, he lightly jogged up to the front 
of the store. 


He grinned at the sight of Damian squatting low to the 
ground, feeding 


Max some treats from a newly opened bag. Sam cleared his 
throat to 


interrupt the precious moment. 


Damian stood up slowly, rubbing Max’s fur a little more on 
the 


way up. “I left you five bucks on the counter for the treats. 
Max just 


begged so nicely, | couldn’t resist.” 


“He shouldn’t be begging at all.” Sam laughed and petted 
his dog’s 


head in the same spot that Damian had. “Isn’t that right, 
boy?” Max 


picked up a stray treat from the floor and zoomed away into 
the back of 


the shop. “Don’t go too far, you punk! We're leaving soon!” 
Damian 


placed the treats on the counter and then wrung his hands 
nervously. Oh, 


there it was again. Damian was chewing on his bottom lip. 
He stopped 


when he caught Sam’s eyes focused on his mouth. “Are you 
going to 


come home with us?” 


Damian looked away from Sam’s heated gaze. “Oh, | don’t 
know.” 


He barely finished the sentence before Sam invaded his 
Space. 


“Was that a ‘Yes’?” He gripped the back of Damian‘s neck 
possessively. 


“If you keep biting your bottom lip like that, I’m going to 
bend you over 


right here in the store.” 


Damian gasped. “But then you won't be able to see me bite 
my lip 


anymore.” 


“Smartass.” Sam grabbed Damian’s ass in a hard squeeze. 
He 


turned and shouted over his shoulder. “Max! Come on boy! 
We're going 


home now!” The golden bounded into the front of the store, 
no remnants 


of treats on his person. 


“SO, how’s Pinky doing so far?” Sam asked while leaving a 
trail of 


kisses down Damian’s neck. Max was in the yard playing, 
and the men 


were sprawled out on Sam’s bed playing too. Sam had 
easily coerced 
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Damian out of his clothes. Damian threaded his fingers 
through Sam’s 


black chest hair and unconsciously squirmed down his body. 
Sam 


smiled. With a quick nip to Sam’s hip, Damian leaned up on 
his elbows 


to attack the pesky button and Zipper in his way. 


“The kids love him already,” Damian was able to pant out. 
“Maria 


is disturbingly excited about fattening up Mouskewitz.” 


Sam looked down into Damian’s glowing, lust-filled eyes. 
“You 


named the mouse?” Damian laughed, and Sam couldn’t 
help but pull 


Damian up to kiss the delectable sound out of him. “God, | 
love your 


laugh.” Sam bit at Damian’s lower lip before the man could 
do it first. 


“Why did you name the mouse?” 


Damian shrugged but giggled like one of his students. “l 
figured | 


could help little Mouskewitz in the dying process if | 
pretended he was 


one of our pets.” 


“Because you’re a pet murderer, and if you name him, he’s 
more 


likely to die?” 


“Mmhmm.” With very serious eyes, Damian held out his 
right 


hand to Sam. “Ten bucks says Pinky chokes on Mouskewitz 
on Monday, 


and they both die.” 


Sam burst out laughing so loudly they could hear Max bark 
in 


response from outside. He had never loved talking to a man 
about the 


most idiotic things more than he did during the time he’d 
spent with 


Damian over the last few days. Still laughing, Sam propped 
himself up 


on his elbow to stare at Damian’s beautiful frame stretched 
out on top of 


him, naked and glorious. He leaned over and planted a 
chaste kiss on the 


other man’s lips and sat back again, smiling like a fool. 
“What?” 
“I like you a lot,” he responded matter-of-factly. 


“Oh.” Damian blushed, and Sam couldn’t help kissing both 
of his 


reddened cheeks. “Me too. | like you a lot too.” 


“Yeah?” 


“Yeah.” Damian kissed Sam back. “At school today, all | 
could 


think about was how much you can tell about a man by the 
way he acts 


around kids. And you, Mr. Barker, were fantastic with my 
kids. They 


loved you, and it was clear that you liked being there. Most 
people who 


come in for a show and tell only have love for their own 
children and 


practically despise all of the rest of my tots. You? God, you 
were perfect. 
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They want you to come back every day, you know?” 


“Is that so?” He smiled with great pleasure. “And what about 
you?” 


“Definitely. | think we have at least thirteen years ahead of 
us.” He 


winked and laced his fingers with Sam's. “But it would be 
highly 


inappropriate to make you come every day.” 


Sam laughed at the teasing glint in Damian’s eye. “Oh, I'll 
come 


any time you want.” He climbed on top of Damian and 
began to kiss his 


neck again. He felt Damian’s entire body shiver when he bit 
his ear lobe. 


“I thought the same thing about you today too.” 


“About how you want me to come?” Damian rolled and 
flipped 


Sam onto his back so he could be on top this time. 


Sam groaned. “Yes, actually, but no. How much | loved 
watching 


you with those kids. If | didn’t fall for you based on your 
body and your 


adorable personality, watching you with those kids would 
have knocked 


me out cold.” 
“You're falling for me, Mr. Barker?” asked Damian. 


“Yep.” Sam traced a hand down Damian’s body and cupped 
his 


reemerging erection. “Falling hard.” 


Damian moaned but slapped Sam’s hand away. “You know, 
you 


can also tell a lot about a man by the way he acts around 
animals.” 


Sam sighed in exasperation, punishingly squeezed Damian’s 
cock, 


and then caught Damian’s gasp with his mouth. “I like you 
anyway, 


murderous past and all. If Simms’s chicken-scratch notes 
haven’t scared 


me away, you sure as hell won’t. Why are you doing this to 
yourself? 


Always talking about your animal tragedies.” 


“I’m massive kid-sick?” He tried at humor but was stopped 
by 


Sam’s serious look. He sighed. “Fine. If you’re going to fall 
for me, | 


just want you to be sure you can see yourself with someone 
who will 


probably deplete your pet stock weekly. You’re going to 
have to look 


into my eyes multiple times to say, ‘Sorry for your loss. 
Would you like 


to try hermit crabs again?’” 
“Again? How did you kill hermit crabs?” 


Damian pressed his face into Sam’s abs. He kissed him 
briefly. 


“They committed suicide. Climbed out of their cage, fell four 
feet to the 


floor, and got trampled on by exuberant little feet.” Damian 
turned his 


head and pouted. 
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Sam shook his head, but he couldn’t stay upset with such a 


beautiful face. Sam smiled contentedly. Damian, with a 
glimmer in his 


eye, released Sam’s leaking cock from the confines of his 
pants and 


kissed the tip. 


“| have a pet-related surprise for you,” Sam said suddenly 
as his 


eyes rolled back into his head. 


As easily as he could, Damian sat up, his erection now 
blatantly 


obvious and matching Sam’s. “I already know about the 
other snake you 


have waiting for me.” He pawed at and palmed Sam’s cock. 
It jerked 


under his hand, and Damian almost forgot that Sam was 
starting a 


conversation. He languorously pumped the perfect prick as 
Sam thrust 


into the rhythm and moaned. 


“No, no,” said Sam while panting. “That’s clearly not a 
Surprise.” 


He gasped as Damian cupped his balls with his other hand. 
“However, | 


did adopt you a pet.” 


That got Damian’s attention. He sat up stiffly. “No way. | am 
not 


taking care of one of those adorable kittens in your shop. | 
know | said | 


would totally get one someday, but that’s after this curse is 
lifted. Let’s wait 


and see how long Pinky lasts before we entrust me with 
something cute.” 


“I’ve already entrusted you with something cute.” Sam 
batted his 


eyelashes prettily, then smiled and shook his head. “Nota 
kitten. Even / 


don’t trust you with a kitten.” 


“Great.” Damian leaned back against Sam’s stomach. He 
traced 


Sam’s happy trail lightly with his fingertips. 
Sam reached over to his nightstand to grab a piece of paper. 
“Maybe I won't give it to you if you keep that attitude up.” 


“Maybe | don’t want it.” Damian said with a pout. 


“Oh, you want it.” Sam pulled Damian up to the head of the 
bed 


and pressed his lips against Damian’s again with the paper 
clenched in 


his fingers. He plunged his eager tongue into Damian’s 
mouth and 


tangled it with his sharp tongue. 


“I want it,” Damian admitted breathlessly when Sam 
released him. 


Sam handed him the sheet of paper, a print-out on regular 
copy paper. 


“What is this?” Damian eyed the picture warily. Sam turned 
it upside 


down for him. It looked more like an animal like that, but not 
really. 


“It’s a three-toed sloth. | adopted her for you!” he 
responded 


excitedly. 
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This time, it was Damian’s turn to burst out laughing. He 
shook 


violently, convulsing with giggles and gasps. Sam still loved 
Damian’s 


laugh, so he let it go on for a solid five minutes. When he 
finally wiped 


the tears from his eyes and caught his breath, Damian 
asked, “Why 


would you adopt me a sloth?” 


Sam smirked. “First, you don’t actually get the sloth. Other 
people 


take care of her for you. | just paid money for them to do 
that. They will 


occasionally send you pictures of some random sloth and 
pretend it’s 


yours, probably. Second, sloths are so strong that even 
when they die, 


they can still maintain their grip on whatever branch they 
were hanging 


from for a long time.” 
“So?” 


Sam’s eyes shined mischievously. “So, even if your newly 
adopted 


sloth dies, you might not know about it for a while. It will 
always seem 


like it lived much longer than it actually did.” Sam smiled 
and shrugged. 


“Hell, unless they poke it or it falls, you might never know 
she died.” 


Damian stared at him with a wide grin on his face, shaking 
his head 


Slowly. “That is the most thoughtful, yet weirdest thing 
someone has 


ever done for me. Thank you,” he said in awe. He kissed 
Sam sweetly 


and lovingly. “God, you‘re perfect. | want you so badly. Quite 
possibly 


for forever.” He climbed on top of Sam and kissed him 
again, this time 


much less sweetly. “Now, I’m going to do the most 
thoughtful, yet 


weirdest thing someone has ever done to you.” 
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MY father brought us to Key West because he wanted to be 
Hemingway. 


Literary success escaped him, but he got the alcoholism and 
the suicide 


part down pat. That worked out better for us in the long run. 
Hemingway 


never seemed like he’d be a lot of fun to live with. This way, 
my sister 


Brett got a childhood trauma she spun into the literary 
career my father 


could only dream of, my mother inherited full ownership of 
the yellow- 


and-white gingerbread-trim house to run as a bed-and- 
breakfast, and | 


got a place to live when, thirty-two, single, and unemployed, 
| washed 


back up on the shores of Key West. 


“Myrna Fisher told me she might be looking for someone to 
help in 


the shop,” Mom told me over breakfast of toast and 
pineapple. There 


were only two elderly couples staying at the moment. Mom 
had served 


them early, before they took off on a day trip to the Dry 
Tortugas. As 


usual, we were eating in the kitchen, surrounded by Mom’s 
potted plants 


and the smell of her key lime pie baking in the oven. 
“Mom.” 
“It’s a perfectly fine place.” 


“It’s a souvenir store.” And a tacky one at that. Not that 
there was 


any other kind in Key West. 


“| also saw a Sign at the moped rental place near the dock.” 


“I don’t know anything about mopeds.” 


“You know a lot about cruise passengers.” That was true. 
Working 


on ships for twelve years would do that to a person. 
“Anyway, don’t be 


such a snob. You need to find something, darling.” 


“I know.” We'd had this conversation every morning for the 
last 
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six weeks. | definitely knew by now. “I can help out in the 
garden today, 


if you want.” 


Mom sighed and reached to put her hand over mine. She 
still wore 


her engagement and wedding rings, even though Dad had 
been dead for 


eighteen years. “That’s not what | mean. You know | love 
having you 


here. | just worry.” 


“I know.” | did too. Worried that | wouldn’t get another job | 
could 


love, worried that | would never get over my breakup with 
Viktor, 


worried that I’d be here forever. | didn’t want that any more 
than Mom 


did, probably even less. 


Mom squeezed my hand, then let go. She picked up her 
flowered 


teacup and took a delicate sip, then set the cup back on the 
saucer. “Why 


don’t you take the boat out today? It’ll do you good to get 
out of town 


for a few hours. | could even make you a picnic.” 
“Okay.” 
“Just be sure to wear your lifejacket. And no drinking.” 


“Yes, Mom.” | sounded like an eye-rolling teenager even to 
my 


own ears, but | couldn’t help it. There was something 
rejuvenating about 


being back in Key West, and not in the sense Ponce de Léon 
would 


appreciate. 


Mom’s boat was a little Boston Whaler, the same one I'd 
grown up 


riding around the Keys. It took me a while to get back into it 
—when you 


spent your life working on a cruise ship, the idea of getting 
into another, 


smaller boat for pleasure kind of lost its appeal—but once | 
did, it wasn’t 


long before | remembered exactly why people came to the 
Keys. Zipping 


across the aquamarine waves, the wind in your hair and the 
hot sun in 


your face, it was just about possible to forget everything 
else. 


| rode around for a few hours, out to sea then back around 
Sunset 


Key, then killed the motor off Wisteria Island and jumped 
out. The 


water, cooler than usual for this time of year, came up to 
my knees. | 


waded up to the beach, pushing the boat just far enough 
onto the sand so 


| wouldn’t lose it. Mom’s picnic—a ham-and-cheese 
sandwich, a piece 


of rum cake, and a can of Sprite—was in a wicker basket 
beneath the 


seat. | found a spot a few yards up the beach, beneath an 
Australian pine, 


and sat down to eat. 


It wasn’t the most secluded of the islands. Half a dozen 
liveaboard 
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boats bobbed in the water a few yards from the beach, and | 
could hear 


kids running around in the trees behind me. I lay back, 
propping myself 


up on one elbow and digging my toes into the sand. As | 
popped open 


the can of Sprite, a man waded around the corner into view. 


“Hello. Beautiful day, isn’t it?” the man called out cheerfully. 
He 


was fairly young, probably a little younger than me, good- 
looking and 


with a slight Bahamian accent. When he turned, I noticed an 
empty net 


bag slung over one shoulder. 


“What are you looking for?” | assumed he was collecting 
Shells to 


sell to tourists. 
“Conch.” 


“Are there many around here?” | couldn’t remember seeing 
any. 


“Not too many today. | guess they’ve all headed off for the 


weekend.” 


I smiled. The man came out of the water. His white T-shirt 
was just 


wet enough to stick to his skin, giving me a view of a six- 
pack stomach 


and flat, dark nipples. | glanced away. The man kept walking 
until he sat 


down beside me and adjusted his Miami Heat baseball cap. 
Water 


dripped from him, making dark patches on the sand around 
us. 


The man looked at me. “Say, you look a little familiar. You 
from 


Key West?” | nodded. He squinted for a moment, his brow 
furrowed, 


then he broke into a smile, his teeth gleaming white in the 
sun. “You're 


Brett Everard’s brother.” 


| raised my eyebrows. “You know her?” A lot of people knew 
of 


her. Brett’s first novel spent twenty-eight weeks on the New 
York Times 


bestseller list, three of those weeks at the top. But few 
people recognized 


her on the street, and no one had ever recognized me as 
her brother. 


“We went to school together. Key West High School, class of 
701.” 


He held out a hand. | shook it. “Randolph Morrison. Randy.” 


“Jack. Nice to meet you.” | didn’t remember him in the 
Slightest. 


“Were you a friend of Brett’s?” 


“|I wouldn’t say that. But | was real pleased to hear her book 
was 


such a success. | even tried to read it, but it wasn’t really 
my style. Sorry 


to say that,” he added quickly. 
| smiled. “Don’t worry. It wasn’t mine, either.” The book was 
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loosely about a girl’s coming of age in Key West, but it was 
layered with 


so many allegories and metaphors that trying to read it 
made me feel like 


| was back in high school English class. It’s the kind of book 
Cliff's 


Notes were invented for, but it wasn’t quite that famous. 
Yet. 


There was a pause. | chewed my sandwich and felt slightly 
bad | 


didn’t have anything to offer Randy. | was going to ask if he 
wanted the 


rum cake when he said, “So, what are you up to now, Jack?” 
| hesitated, then settled on, “Not much. What about you?” | 


indicated the bag. “You must make a good living selling 
those shells.” 


They were in every tourist shop in Key West. 
“Oh, | don’t look for shells, man. | collect conch.” 


“For restaurants?” That would also be a lucrative business. 
The only 


thing most tourists wanted more than a Key Lime pie was 
conch fritters, 


not to mention the Conch Festival over in the Bahamas each 
year. 


“For themselves.” | blinked. “Sea snails are amazing,” Randy 
went 


on, “but people only want to eat them or look at their shells. 
| want to 


help people learn about them, so they can appreciate 
them.” The zeal in 


Randy’s voice was almost missionary. | wasn’t sure what to 
Say, SO | 


didn’t say anything. “I have a little museum in Old Town. 
I’ve got forty 


sea snails living in tanks. Lots of different types.” 


“Sounds great,” | lied. Randy smiled so widely | felt a twinge 
of 


guilt at my insincerity. 
“It is. You should stop by sometime, take a look.” 


“Yeah, definitely.” | nodded. | couldn’t really think of 
anything to 


say after that. | took a long drink from my Sprite and put the 
empty can 


back in the basket, then | stood up and brushed the sand 
from my 


backside. “Listen, | should probably get going. Good luck 
with the... 


conch museum.” 
“Thanks. And you tell Brett I’m real happy for her. Even if | 
couldn’t make no sense of that book of hers.” 


“Right.” | threw the basket into the boat and pushed off. | 
could 


feel Randy watching me hop in and turn on the motor, but 
when I turned 


the boat around and glanced over my shoulder, he was back 
in the water 


again, his net bag over his shoulder. 


IF you believe the tourist-oriented “Margaritaville” hype, Key 
West is 
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where people go to get away from their problems and forget 
their past. 


Those of us who grew up here have to go somewhere else to 
escape. 


Brett did it through her writing. | took a more literal 
approach and went 


to sea like a character in a Robert Louis Stevenson book, if 
Treasure 


Island had been about a four-thousand-passenger cruise 
ship, and if Long 


John Silver had been a flamboyant cruise director from 
South Australia 


named Kevin. 
Cruise ships are a world completely unlike any other. For six 


months at a time, | worked day in and day out at the Guest 
Relations 


desk onboard the Princess of the Caribbean, drawing 
honeymooners 


maps to the Moonlight Cafe on Deck Six and telling harried 
parents 


about the varied amenities of the Little Buccaneers Kids 
Club. | sleptina 


closet-sized cabin below the water line and | ate, socialized, 
and spent all 


of my waking downtime with a small group of other workers 
from all 


over the world. 


| loved it. | worked my way up through the ranks and, six 
years 


after leaving home, | jumped ship to the even bigger 
Caribbean Star to 


be their Assistant Director of Guest Relations. Two weeks 
after getting 


there, | met a shore excursions organizer from Kiev named 
Viktor Sirko. 


Cruise ships are notorious for inter-crew hookups. It’s only to 
be 


expected when a group of people spend so much time in 
such tight 


quarters, far away from their families and, in some cases, 
their spouses. 


I'd had my share of flings on the Princess, but they were 
nothing like 


what | had with Viktor. We were a couple within a few weeks 
of getting 


together. We had sex in our narrow swaying bunks, and, 
even more 


acrobatic, we slept together afterward. That was when | 
knew it was love. 


When we had downtime in port, Viktor and | went on dates 
in bars 


and on beaches. He took me snorkeling and scuba diving 
and we made 


out like teenagers on a WaveRunner. We even left the ship 
together 


during our periodic vacation times, visiting his family in 
Ukraine and 


mine in Key West. Mom loved him. Brett didn’t. 


One night, | was working the late shift, sitting in the tiny 
room 


behind the desk and waiting for the nightly performance of 
West Side 


Story to let out so | could be flooded by requests for wake- 
up calls and 


tourist information about our next port. Viktor came in to 
see me. The 


bridge of his nose was sunburned from a day on the beach 
with the 


guests. As soon as he opened his mouth, | could tell he’d 
had a few 


daiquiris with them too. 


“Jack. What are you doing?” Viktor smiled widely, showing 
his 
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two rows of perfect teeth. He came up behind me and put 
his arms 


around my shoulders. 


“Working, Viktor.” | glanced up from the computer screen in 
front 


of me. “What are you doing?” 


“Hmm.” Viktor leaned close, pressing his mouth against my 
ear. 


“Thinking about fucking you.” 


“I’m working,” | repeated. | tried to shift away, but he spun 
my 


chair around until | faced him. 


“Don’t be so boring.” Viktor sat down, straddling my lap. 
The 


chair creaked a little under the weight. “There is nobody out 
there. And 


we deserve to have a little fun too.” 


“We have plenty of fun.” We did. “I don’t want to lose my 
job.” 


Viktor looked me in the eye. “Marry me.” 


“What?” | leaned back in surprise. The chair wobbled a little, 
but it 


was built for a life at sea. It stayed upright. 


“You heard what | said. Marry me. As soon as we can.” He 
smiled 


again, his eyes bleary with drink and the permanent fatigue 
that plagued 


us all. “Why not, Jack?” 
| didn’t know what to say. | didn’t even know what | wanted. 


“Viktor, I’m working,” | said again, clinging to that like a 
lifeboat. “I'll 


talk to you later, okay?” 


He sighed. He leaned forward and kissed me, long and hard, 
then he 


climbed off my lap and left. “There’s a lady at the desk,” he 
called back 


over his shoulder. | straightened my jacket and tie and went 
to do my job. 


Three weeks later, Viktor left me for the Canadian actor who 
played Bernardo in West Side Story. 


“WE try to keep the T-shirts organized by size and color, but 
it gets a 


little crazy when there are two or three ships in town. Don’t 
worry if you 


get a little behind.” As she spoke, Myrna took a bright pink 
T-shirt from 


a stack of lime-green ones, folded it neatly, and slotted it 
into the right 


place. “The shot glasses and other breakables are on these 
Shelves.” She 


pointed them out. Small signs reading “You break it, you buy 
it” hung on 


the walls beside the displays. “You’ll want to keep an eye on 
them when 


there are kids around. Some people go on vacation and 
forget they’re 


responsible for their children.” 
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“Yeah. Sure.” | nodded. “Listen, Myrna, | really appreciate 
the 


opportunity, but I’ve got to tell you, | don’t know how long 
I'll be able 


to work here.” I’d only taken the job to get out of the house 
and to stop 


Mom bringing it up every morning. I’d also applied at most 
of the hotels 


in the area, but | hadn’t heard anything back yet. 


“Oh, it’s no problem.” Myrna smiled. She was wearing a long 


purple T-shirt covered in pictures of cats. Her glasses hung 
around her 


neck on a silver chain, which caught the sun and blinded me 
when she 


turned around. “I’m just happy for the help. Now, we’re 
open nine to 


eight, seven days a week. There’s a schedule behind the 
desk, just pencil 


in any times you can’t work. I’ve already marked you off for 
next 


Saturday. Your mom told me Brett’s going to be in town.” 


“Right.” My sister was doing a reading at the Guest 
Cottages on 


Sunset Key, some kind of publicity thing to drum up interest 
in her next 


book. Brett hadn’t sounded thrilled about it when she told 
me. | wasn’t 


thrilled about going. 


Myrna hesitated, then glanced around. The only customers 
in the 


store were an elderly couple examining the driftwood 
dolphins on the 


other side of the store and a surly-looking teenager and his 
parents near 


the seashell picture frames. Still, Myrna lowered her voice. 
“Your mom 


told me you split up with that Russian fella. Now, | know it’s 
none of my 


business.” Mom apparently didn’t. “I have a nephew, Jacob. 
He’sa 


lawyer, got some big fancy office in New Town. He’s a really 
great guy. 


| could set you up, if you wanted.” 


| stifled a sigh and plastered on my best customer-pleasing 
smile. 


“Thanks, Myrna. l'Il keep that in mind.” 


When it comes right down to it, customer service jobs are all 
the 


same. Whether you're selling a once-in-a-lifetime vacation 
or a pair of 


shot glasses on an eyeglass frame called “Beer Goggles,” 
it’s all about 


finding out what people really want, sometimes before they 
even know it 


themselves. | was never the smartest or the most athletic 
guy around, but 


| was always good at knowing what people want. 


After I’d talked the old lady into buying a seashell-encrusted 


jewelry box for her granddaughter in Michigan, | wrapped it 
in three 


layers of newspaper for the long trip back. 

“Thank you so much. Madison is going to love it.” The lady 
beamed, and | felt that old familiar twinge of satisfaction. 
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“My pleasure, madam.” It was true. This was what | loved, 
the way 


Brett loved writing and Mom loved her bed and breakfast. | 
watched the 


woman go with a smile on my face. | was about to turn my 
attention to 


the challenge of the bored teenager when the door swung 
open again, 


and Randy the conch guy walked in. 


“Jack! It’s great to see you again! | didn’t know you worked 
here.” 


“I just started.” 


“That’s good. Good for you.” Randy grinned, like | had just 
told 


him | was manning the space shuttle or nominated for a 
Nobel Prize. 


“Myrna is a wonderful person. And | don’t just say that 
because she lets 


me put my pamphlets in her store.” He held up a stack of 
glossy folded 


pamphlets in one hand. 


“Or because she’s right behind you?” Myrna rounded the 
corner 


past the novelty coffee mugs. 


“Is she? She moves so lightly, | thought it must be a 
ballerina.” 


Randy laughed loudly and flung an arm around Myrna’s 
shoulders. “Tell 


me, Myrna, how is it you look younger every time | see 
you?” 


“All right, all right. It’s just few pamphlets.” Myrna held out 
her 


hand and Randy passed over the papers. | couldn’t see 
much beyond the 


words “Conch and Sea Snail Museum” and a photo of a 
large, polished 


seashell. “I don’t have any new specimens for you.” 
“Specimens?” | asked. 
“When our collectors bring in shells, sometimes they’re still 


inhabited,” Myrna replied. “I send them to Randy if it looks 
like they’re 


still alive.” 


“And those lucky animals become part of the museum. | 
should make 


up a little plaque, ‘Donated by Miss Myrna, patron saint of 


1m 


the sea snail’. 
“I’d rather you put up an advertisement for the store.” 


“Then l'Il do that,” Randy answered without hesitation. “You 
can 


send Jack to come and make sure everything is spelled 
right.” He winked 


at me. For an instant, | felt a jolt of something unexpected in 
the pit of 


my stomach. | pushed it aside, and Randy and Myrna left 
the shop to 


stand outside. | watched through the window for a moment 
as they joked 


beside the fish-shaped windsocks and spinning pinwheels in 
buckets. 


“Excuse me, do you have this in an extra large?” The 
teenager's 


father held up a purple butterfly-patterned T-shirt. | went 
over to help, 


and by the time | looked up again, Randy was gone. 
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MY sister was named after Lady Brett Ashley in 
Hemingway’s The Sun 


Also Rises. 


“Why not Ashley?” she’d asked, over and over again. | don’t 
think 


she ever got an answer. And she still got junk mail 
addressed to “Mr. Brett 


Everard,” although | imagined that was less of a concern for 
her now that 


the junk mail was coming to a brownstone on the Upper 
West Side. 


She showed up alone at the Key West Airport with a Coach 
purse over 


her arm and a big pair of sunglasses perched on her newly 
cut and colored 


hair. She greeted me with a kiss on the cheek and a 
“Where’s Mom?” 


“She has some guests coming in early today. She wanted to 
stay 


back and get the room ready.” | picked up Brett’s suitcase 
and took her 


out to Mom’s car. 


“Are you looking forward to the reading?” | asked as we 
pulled out 


of the airport parking lot. Brett pulled down her sunglasses 
and looked 


out the window. 


“Not really. It’s just a publicity thing because they’re worried 
the 


next book won’t be as successful.” 


“I thought they gave you a big advance.” Hence the 
brownstone 


and the haircut. 


“That doesn’t mean they think it’s good.” Brett sighed. “l 
can't 


believe you came back here.” 


“| didn’t have anywhere else to go.” That wasn’t strictly 
true. | was 


tired of being on the cruise ships, and I didn’t want to stay 
around Viktor 


and his theatrical new boyfriend, but | could have applied 
for a job at the 


head office in Miami. | could even have fought the economy 
to try and 


find a different job somewhere on the mainland. But | came 
to Key West. 


“It’s okay.” Brett reached over and patted the back of my 
hand. “If 


this book fails, l'Il be right back here with you.” 


When we got home, Mom was standing in the living room 
with a 


can of spray polish in one hand. On the table in front of her, 
alongside 


her guest book and an old family photo, was a seashell, 
about five inches 


long, slightly cracked and sitting in the middle of a lace 
doily. 


“Brett, honey. It’s so good to see you.” She leaned forward 


expectantly. Brett gave her a dutiful hug and kiss on the 
cheek. “How 


was the flight?” 
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“Long and boring.” 

“What’s that?” | pointed at the shell. 


“Oh. The Neilsons gave it to me before they left. | had to 
make a 


big deal out of it, but honestly, | don’t know what I’m going 
to do with 


the thing.” She turned back to Brett. “How’s New York? Have 
you heard 


any more from that Jared guy?” 
“Mom.” 


“Don’t roll your eyes at me, | was only asking. Do you want 
to stay 


in the upstairs room or the basement? I’m supposed to be 
having a 


family staying in the basement, but | can move them 
upstairs if you'd 


rather be down there.” 


“I’m staying at the Westin. They’re putting me up ina 
Suite.” 


“What?” Mom looked hurt. Brett didn’t have the decency to 
acknowledge it. As usual. 


“Oh, come on, Mom. You don’t have room for me here, 
anyway.” 


“I could make room. It’s not like you come home very 
often.” 


“You know what?” | stepped forward and picked up the shell. 
ml 


think | Know just where to take this. Okay, Mom?” 


She barely glanced at me. “Fine. Brett, if you want to be 
selfish, | 


guess that’s up to you. | just thought | was more important 
to you than 


that....” 
The Conch and Sea Snail Museum was in the middle of a 


residential block, which meant | had to follow a sign down a 
narrow 


cobblestone lane to get to the door. The museum building 
itself was light 


blue with the standard white gingerbread trim, into which 
silhouettes of 


seashells had been cut. There was an “Open” sign hanging 
on the door. | 


pushed the door open and stepped inside. 


The building had obviously been a house until very recently. 
The 


entryway held coat hooks and posters of various shelled 
creatures. | 


passed through it, and where there had once been a living 
room, | found 


half a dozen aquariums of various sizes. Photographs and 
typewritten 


descriptions hung on the walls beside the tanks. The room 
was bathed in 


a pleasant blue glow and the sounds of bubbling. 


| was the only one there. | cleared my throat, but there was 
no 


reply. | stood for a moment, stupidly holding the shell and 
wondering 


whether I should find somewhere else to hide from the 
inevitable 
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meltdown that was Mom and Brett in the same room at the 
same time. | 


was about to turn around when a door opened and Randy 
appeared. 


“Jack!” 
“uy” 


“You've come to see the museum!” He sounded 
disproportionately 


pleased, and more than a little surprised. | wondered if |’d 
seemed that 


obviously uninterested in sea snails. 


“Yes.” | hesitated. “Actually, | brought you this.” | held out 
the shell. 


“From Myrna?” 


“A guest gave it to my mom.” The words sounded ridiculous 
even 


to me. “She didn’t want it,” | added, which didn’t make it 
any better. 


“My mom, | mean.” 


“Let’s see.” | gave Randy the shell. He looked at it, turning it 
over 


in his hands. “It’s a Florida crown conch. Good size, too, but 
there’s 


nothing in it at the moment.” 


“Oh.” It hadn’t occurred to me that there might be. 
Suddenly, 


looking around, | wondered whether bringing Randy an 
empty shell was 


like bringing a dog-lover an empty dog crate. Or worse, a 
dog skin. 


“Yeah, |, ah, like | said, some guests gave it to my mom and 
she didn’t 


really want it....” 


“It’s great!” Randy’s smile grew. “Really. Thanks, man. I'll 
clean 


it out and put it in one of the tanks. The hermit crabs love 
'em.” 


| blinked. “To eat?” 


“No. They move into the shells. Here, see?” He pointed to 
one of 


the tanks. | went over to it. There was a big shell inside, at 
least eight 


inches long. As | watched, two claws and two eyes on stalks 
popped out 


of the opening, then disappeared inside again. “I keep this 
one with the 


fighting conch. It hates everything else I’ve put it with, but 
these two 


seem to be good buddies.” Randy pointed to the other end 
of the tank. 


What looked at first like a mound of sand stirred. Two alien- 
looking eyes 


bobbed at the end of two thin stems, and a slimy-looking, 
fleshy 


appendage emerged. The conch inched forward, the 
appendage moving 


back and forth across the sand like a vacuum cleaner. 
“I’ve never seen one alive before,” | admitted. 


“You should come with me scuba diving sometime. They’re 
all 


over the place.” | glanced up to see Randy looking at me. 
He had the 
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Same smile on his face, but there was something new in his 
eyes. | 


looked away quickly, fixing my gaze on the next tank. 


“What’s this one?” The shell in this tank was even bigger, 
close to 


a foot long. 


“That’s one of my best girls. The queen conch. She came 
from 


Bermuda, but I’ve got a couple of others from around here. | 
have to 


keep them in separate tanks so they get enough to eat.” He 
pointed at 


another tank beside this one, where another large shell sat, 
seemingly 


motionless. There was a sign beside the tank, describing the 
conch and 


its habits. Its name, | read, was Esmeralda. There was also a 
sign 


indicating a “Sea Snail Video Experience” in the next room, 
and another 


pointing to the washrooms and gift shop. 
“Did you set all this up yourself?” 
Randy nodded. “The hardest part was getting the zoning 


permission. Some of the neighbors weren’t thrilled with the 
idea of more 


tourists hanging around.” 
“Do you get a lot of visitors?” 


Randy laughed. “Let’s just say the residents’ association 
wasn't so 


worried when they heard | was opening a conch museum 
and not a T- 


shirt store or another bar.” 


“It’s interesting, though.” | wouldn’t have thought it, but it 
was. | 


watched the fighting conch inch itself forward on its fleshy 
“foot,” ignoring 


the hermit crab that darted out of its shell again and 
scurried across the 


tank. “I’d never thought of them as animals before.” Which 
sounded dumb, 


but it was true. I’d never really thought of conch at all, 
beyond something 


to serve in salads or as fritters. “Where did you learn all 
this?” 


“Well, man, that’s what a master’s degree in marine biology 
gets 


you. That and a truckload of student debt.” 


| blinked. I'd assumed Randy was the kind of person who'd 
gone 


straight to work after high school. Like me. Like Brett. 


“Brett’s in town,” | said suddenly. | couldn’t think of anything 
else 


to say. “She’s doing a reading on Saturday at the hotel on 
Sunset Key. 


You could come, if you wanted.” 


“With you?” Randy looked at me. 


| could feel myself blush. | swallowed. “Sure.” There was a 
tiny, 


doubting voice in the back of my mind. It sounded a lot like 
Viktor, but | 
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pushed it away. If | started counting the ways in which 
Randy was not 


like Viktor, I'd have been standing there all day. “That’d be 
great.” 


“Yeah. Sounds great.” Randy nodded. My lips felt suddenly 
dry. | 


wondered if licking them would send the wrong message, 
and what, 


exactly, the wrong message would be. Randy went on, “Do 
you want to 


go for a drink first?” 

“Before the reading?” 

“How about Friday night? | know a great place.” 
“Okay.” 

“lII meet you here. Seven o'clock?” 


“Okay,” | repeated stupidly. | searched my mind for 
something else 


to say. “l'Il look forward to it.” 


“Me, too.” Randy held out a hand, but | wasn’t sure whether 
he 


was going for a hug or a handshake. | settled ona 
handshake, then felt 


even stupider. 


“See you then.” It was as good an exit line as | was likely to 
get. It 


felt rude to turn around and walk out, so | sort of backed my 
way toward 


the exit. At least, | tried to. | tripped over a garbage can 
halfway and 


staggered the last six feet to the door, my face burning. 
Outside, | saw a 


family of tourists examining a map. 


“Excuse me,” the father said. He had sunglasses on a cord 
around 


his neck and a backpack over one shoulder. “Is it any 
good?” He pointed 


at the museum. 
“Yes,” | replied without hesitating. “It’s great.” 


| SPENT the next two days working and trying not to think 
about the date. 


It didn’t work. Randy didn’t come into the shop, but every 
conch shell on 


the shelves reminded me of him. | finished at three o’clock 
on Friday 


afternoon and headed back to Mom’s, wondering what | 
should wear. On 


the cruise ship, my non-uniform wardrobe had consisted of 
three pairs of 


Shorts and four T-shirts. Dressing for a date had never been 
a concern. 


Mom's house was empty when I got home, but | found Brett 
in the 


backyard, sitting on the covered swing beneath the palm 
tree. She had a 


pad of paper and a pen in her hand, but she wasn’t writing. | 
opened the 


back door and crossed the yard. The swing swayed as | sat 
down beside 


her, and Brett looked up. 
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“Mom's out.” 


“What are you doing?” | glanced down. The page on her lap 
was 


blank. 
“Trying to write something for tomorrow.” 


“I thought you were just doing a reading.” 


“They want me to say something first.” 
“About what?” 


“I don’t know. Being back here, | guess. | really have no 
idea.” 


Brett looked away. Mom’s flowers were all around us, bright 
vibrant 


reds, blues, and yellows. | didn’t know the names of any of 
them, but 


Mom spent a lot of time on them, and they were beautiful. 
“Mom says 


you're bringing a date to the reading.” 
| frowned. “How does she know that?” 


Brett shrugged. “Maybe Myrna told her.” That didn’t clarify 
things. 


“You know what this place is like.” | did. Twenty-two 
thousand people 


and it was still a small town. “I’m glad, anyway. It’s time you 
moved on. 


Viktor was a tool.” | didn’t argue with that. | couldn’t really 
argue with it 


anymore. “Who’s the guy?” 


It wasn’t like it was a secret. “He went to high school with 
you. His 


name’s Randy.” 


Brett looked at me. “Randy Morrison?” 
“Yeah. Do you remember him?” 
Brett laughed. “Are you kidding? Randy Morrison?” 


“What is it, Brett?” She kept laughing, and | remembered 
why we 


lived thousands of miles apart. “Just tell me. What?” 
“Are you serious? You don’t remember him?” 
“Brett, for God’s sake....” 


“Okay, okay.” She held up her hand defensively. “His mom’s 
a 


baker from Nassau. She used to come here all the time and 
sell Mom all 


that tropical stuff for the guests. Rum cakes, coconut pie, 
Stuff like that.” 


| tried to remember. | could dimly recall a woman pulling up 
outside the 


house in a white van, but | had no idea what she would have 
looked like. 


“Randy came with her sometimes. He used to stare at you 
like you were 


Brad Pitt or something. Seriously, you never noticed?” 
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“No.” | couldn’t remember ever seeing him before we’d met 
on the 


beach at Wisteria Island. The annoyance toward Brett faded, 
to be 


immediately replaced by embarrassment. Did Randy think | 
knew who 


he was? Why hadn’t he mentioned it? 


“He didn’t come around much after you left. I'd forgotten all 
about 


him, to be honest.” Not as completely as | had, apparently. 
“As far as | 


remember, he was a decent guy.” She sighed and tapped 
her pen against 


her paper. “Although watching me standing at a podium 
with nothing to 


say isn’t going to be the hottest date.” 


| looked at her. In the last ten years, we’d seen each other 
only a 


handful of times. We rarely even e-mailed or called each 
other, but she 


was still my little sister. “Talk about Dad.” 
Brett rolled her eyes. “Right.” 


“You're doing what he always wanted to. He’d be proud of 
you.” | 


was sure of it. Our father had been many things, but he 
wasn'ta 


complete ass. “He’s the reason we're here, in Key West.” He 
was also 


the reason we'd left it. “Anyway, it’s just an idea.” | stood 
up. Brett 


planted her feet on the ground, keeping the swing steady. 
“I’m going out 


later, if Mom asks.” | turned to head back to the house. 
“Wait.” 


| glanced over my shoulder. Brett sighed. “He’d be proud of 
you 


too.” Before | could express my doubts, she went on. “He 
sucked at 


dealing with adversity. Obviously.” Brett smiled a little. “But 
you don’t.” 


“That’s really poetic, for a best-selling writer.” 
Brett shook her head. “Screw you, Jack.” 


| laughed and went into the house before emotion could get 
the 


better of me. She was still my little sister. 


| spent what felt like an eternity agonizing over whether 
Randy 


would expect me to be fashionably late, but in the end | 
couldn’t do it. 


Working on the ships for so long had drilled punctuality into 
me, and at 


seven exactly, | opened the door to his museum. 


It was darker than it had been on my last visit. Strips of little 
white 


emergency lights, the kind of thing they’re always telling 
you line the 


aisles of airplanes, lit up the floor and cast shadows up the 
walls of the 


foyer. “Hello?” | called out. 
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“I’m in here.” Randy’s voice came from the next room. | 
went over 


and stopped in my tracks. 


The aquariums were still there, of course, still bubbling 
away with 


their blue glow, but the rest of the room had been 
transformed. Strings of 


white lights hung from the ceiling, twinkling like stars. In the 
middle of 


the room, between the tanks, was a folding table and two 
chairs, and on 


the table | saw a bottle of wine. “Hi,” Randy said. 
| cleared my throat. “Wow. This is....” | couldn’t think of the 
words. 


Randy shrugged. “I have parties here sometimes. Singles 
mixers, 


Valentine’s stuff, that kind of thing.” He pointed to the wine. 
“I have a 


liquor license, too, in case you were worried. Believe it or 
not, 


sometimes people need a little extra incentive to go to a 
party in a snail 


museum.” 
| laughed. “It looks amazing.” 
“Thanks.” Randy smiled. 


| cleared my throat. “Listen, Randy...,” | started, then 
realized | 


wasn’t sure how to go on. | tried again. “I spoke to Brett.” 
“How’s she doing?” 
“Okay.” | had no idea if she was, really, but that wasn’t the 


conversation | was trying to have. “She told me you... | 
mean, we knew 


each other....” 


“I had a crush on you,” Randy admitted. He didn’t seem the 
least 


bit embarrassed about it. That made my stomach clench 
even more. 


“I’m sorry, | don’t remember you.” 
“Why would you?” He sounded genuinely puzzled. 
“It seems kind of rude not to.” 


Randy’s expression changed. “I’m not some crazy stalker, 
Jack. | 


don’t have a shrine to you upstairs or anything.” 
“That’s not what | meant.” 


“I know,” Randy said quickly. “It’s not like I’ve spent the last 
ten 


years waiting for you to come back. But I’m glad that you 
did.” So was l. 


| just hadn’t realized it until now. “There’s something else.” 
Randy grinned. “Sounds scary, man.” 
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| looked away nervously, fixing my eyes on the nearest 
conch. It 


was moving, barely, advancing at a glacial pace across the 
sand. | sighed, 


but I had to say it. “I just got out of a long relationship.” 


“With a Russian guy.” Of course Randy already knew. 
“He was Ukrainian.” | swallowed. “He left me.” | hesitated. | 


wasn’t going to go into any more detail than that, but | 
wanted Randy to 


know why | was telling him this. 
“So, he was blind then? Or was he just an idiot?” 
| felt myself blush. “I mean....” 


“Jack.” | looked over at him. Randy’s smile was back, gentler 
than 


before, and my heart flipped. “I work with sea snails. | ain’t 
amanina 


rush.” | laughed. | couldn’t help myself. Randy held out a 
glass of wine, 


and I took it. 


BRETT was doing her reading poolside at the Guest Cottages 
at Sunset 


Key. When | got there, | found a podium set up beneath a 
white awning. 


On the other side of the pool was a long white buffet table 
set out with 


food, colorful arrangements of fruits and flowers side-by- 
side with tiny 


sandwiches and conch skewers. Various well-dressed people 
milled 


about, including my mother. 


“Hello, darling.” Mom kissed me. “I didn’t hear you get 
home last 


night.” There was no accusation in her voice, but | knew 
what she 


wanted to hear. | wasn’t about to tell her. 


“I was late.” Randy and | had sat talking for hours in the 
middle of 


his aquariums. True to his word, talking was all we did. We 
parted with a 


good-night kiss, like a couple of teenagers, and | went home 
floating on air. 


“Brett was up all night. | think she’s nervous, poor girl.” 
Mom 


looked over my shoulder. “There’s Myrna. | should go and 
say hi.” Mom 


left, and | glanced around. | didn’t recognize anyone. | made 
my way 


over to the buffet and helped myself to a chunk of papaya.’ 


“Hi. You look great.” | heard a voice behind me. | turned 
around, 


glanced over, and nearly had to roll my tongue back into my 
mouth, 


cartoon-wolf style. 


“So do you.” 


Randy was dressed in a white shirt and slacks, a perfectly 
low-key 


outfit, and he looked amazing. | leaned forward and kissed 
him. He 
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kissed back, and for a moment | was seized with the 
ridiculous urge to 


stick my tongue down his throat like a couple of kids in the 
back row of 


a movie theater. 
“Anything good?” He glanced at the food. 
“| haven’t tried it.” 


Randy leaned forward and picked up one of the conch 
Skewers. It 


looked delicious, the pieces of conch golden and crispy. | still 
raised my 


eyebrows. “Don’t look at me like that, man.” Randy nudged 
me as he 


stuck the skewer in his mouth. “I’m Bahamian. And I can’t 
save them 


all.” 


| sat on a folding chair facing the podium, with Mom on one 
side of 


me and Randy on the other. There were about seventy 
people there. A 


few were the gawking, bikini-wearing tourists I'd expected, 
but most 


looked like they’d come here deliberately for Brett’s reading. 
| felt 


myself getting nervous for Brett as we waited, and waited. 
Finally, just 


as a murmur began to pass through the crowd, she 
appeared and walked 


up to the podium. She had a hardcover book in one hand 
and a piece of 


paper in the other. She cleared her throat, and | felt Mom 
reach for my 


hand. Randy reached for the other and we sat there, 
hanging on until 


Brett looked up. 


“Ernest Hemingway lived in Key West for ten years, making 
him 

one of our most famous ‘freshwater conchs’.” There was a 
knowing 


chuckle, | assumed from the locals in the audience. “He said 
a lot of 


things, and one of them was ‘They can’t yank a novelist like 
they cana 


pitcher. A novelist has to go the full nine, even if it kills 
him.’” Randy’s 


hand squeezed mine. Brett’s voice was clear and calm, and | 
had to give 


her credit for that. Mine wouldn’t have been. “I like to think 
I’m only in 


the first inning, but | want to dedicate this to old Papa 
Hemingway, and 


to all those writers who never even made it up to bat.” 


She opened her book. | leaned back to listen. Maybe I’d 
even 


understand this one. 
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